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Introduction 


Cassandra  voices  plead  that  the  essay, 
like  the  novel  or  the  poem  which  anyone 
can  read,  is  dead  or  ill  unto  death.  But 
this  is  not  true,  for  change  which  timid 
people  fear  as  death  is  not  death.  As 
Mark  Twain  was  fond  of  explaining,  ru- 
mors of  this  kind  are  likely  to  be  exag- 
gerated. 

An  essay  is  an  attempt  to  express  a 
mood  or  explain  an  attitude.  Most  sim- 
ply, it  is  man  speaking  about  what  seems 
to  him  important  or  true  or  at  the  mo- 
ment worth  saying.  Your  dictionary  will 
tell  you  that  it  is  a  literary  composi- 
tion, analytical  or  interpretative,  dealing 
with  a  subject  from  a  more  or  less  lim- 
ited or  personal  standpoint.  That,  we 
may  say,  gives  the  essayist  plenty  of 
room  to  move  around  in.  And  he  has 
moved,  in  all  directions,  using  the  word 
to  describe  almost  anything  from  a 
tenuously  charming  account  of  a  walk  in 
the  rain  to  a  philosophical  treatise  like 
John  Locke's  Essay  on  the  Human  Un- 
derstanding, a  long  moralistic  poem  like 
Alexander  Pope's  Essay  on  Man,  or  a 
versified  disquisition  on  the  nature  of 
poetry  like  Karl  Shapiro's  Essay  on  Rime. 

But  traditionally  the  essay  has  been  of 
moderate  length,  has  been  written  in 
prose  with  intention  other  than  narra- 
tive, and  has  presented  a  view  based  on 
the  writer's  thought  and  experience 
rather  than  on  formal  study.  Thus,  the 
essay  is  different  from  the  treatise,  which 
is  a  systematic  exposition  or  argument, 
presumed  to  be  written  objectively.  It  is 
usually  different  from  the  editorial, 
which  is  likely  to  be  impersonal  and 
formally  reasoned.  An  article  may  be  an 


essay  when  it  deals  with  a  subject  from 
a  particular  and  individualized  view- 
point. Some  sermons  are  essays,  and 
some  student  themes,  when  they  are 
seriously  expressive  of  the  people  who 
wrote  them.  But  all  these  forms  so  merge 
one  with  another  that  finally  all  one  can 
say  with  assurance  is  that  essays  are 
more  than  dispassionate  reports.  What- 
ever its  length  or  manner,  the  essay  is 
personal.  No  one  but  its  writer  could 
have  written  it. 

Yet,  however  personal,  the  essay  does 
define  and  is  defined  by  the  age  in 
which  it  is  written.  We  can  suppose  that 
essayists  have  always  existed,  wher- 
ever man  has  had  opportunity  to  sit 
quietly  and  write.  The  authors  of  Ec- 
clesiastes  can  be  thought  of  as  essay- 
ists, and  so  can  St.  Paul.  Herodotus  and 
Plato  were  essayists,  and  essays  have 
been  discovered,  it  is  said,  among  the 
iambics  of  Euripides.  Some  of  Seneca's 
epistles  were  identified  by  Lord  Bacon 
as  essays,  for  though  the  word,  he  ex- 
plained, was  new,  the  form  was  old. 
Chaucer,  Rabelais,  and  Cervantes  might 
sometimes  have  called  themselves  essay- 
ists, if  they  had  known  our  modern  use 
of  that  word.  For  it  was  Michel  de 
Montaigne  in  France  in  the  late  sixteenth 
century  who  first  presented  what  he 
called  Essaies,  wherein,  he  said,  "I  de- 
sire to  be  delineated  in  mine  owne  gen- 
uine, simple  and  ordinarie  fashion,  with- 
out contention,  art  or  study;  for  it  is  my 
selfe  that  I  pourtray."  He  was  occupied, 
he  said,  with  the  thoughts  of  one  man 
sitting  on  his  "owne  taile,"  and  that  man 
was    himself,    which   is    about    as    con- 
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venient  a  brief  description  of  the  essay 
as  we  are  likely  to  come  on:  "my  selfe 
am  the  ground  worke  of  my  booke." 

The  essays  of  Montaigne,  written  on 
whatever  subject  at  the  moment  pleased 
him — on  "Vanity,"  "Solitude,"  or  "Re- 
pentance"— and  written  with  the  non- 
chalant grace  of  a  man  at  ease  with  him- 
self and  his  thinking,  set  the  model  and 
tone  for  what  seemed  a  new  literary 
genre.  In  England,  Francis  Bacon  fol- 
lowed him,  not  in  imitation,  for  it  was 
his  own  more  formally  rhetorical  and  less 
relaxed  self  that  he  portrayed,  without 
the  spacious  freedom  and  intimate  can- 
dor of  his  French  predecessor,  but  in 
prose  so  incisive  and  sensible  that  he 
stands  with  honor  as  the  first  recognized 
essayist  in  our  language.  And  after 
Bacon,  the  floodgates  opened,  as  aphoris- 
tic or  plain-spoken  opinion  flowed  from 
the  pens  of  many  seventeenth-century 
gentlemen.  None  did  better  than  he  on 
the  model  he  established,  though  the 
tenderness  of  some  of  Abraham  Cowley's 
Discourses,  the  questioning  of  contem- 
porary notions  in  the  quirky  prose  of 
John  Donne,  and  the  later  bluff  assur- 
ance of  John  Milton  and  John  Dryden, 
both  of  whom  did  better  in  other  forms, 
place  them  also  among  England's  early 
best. 

But  as  times  changed  and  men 
changed,  the  essay  changed  also,  to 
mirror  man's  concern,  not  less  with  him- 
self and  his  personal  revelations,  but 
more  with  other  men  and  upstart  men, 
and  the  society  they  made,  and  its  need 
for  correction.  Because  it  was  man  speak- 
ing his  own  mind,  it  inevitably  absorbed 
other  forms  in  which  he  had  been  ac- 
customed to  speak,  like  the  sermon,  the 
parable,  the  satirical  character  sketch, 
and  the  moralistic  dialogue.  Witty  and 
ironic  portraits  of  men  and  manners  built 
on  the  framework  of  narrative,  like  the 
Sir  Roger  de  Coverley  papers,  tempted 
readers  by  the  lure  of  story  to  considera- 
tion of  contemporary  foibles.  The  talk 
of  talented  men  around  a  table  or  be- 


fore a  fire  was  reproduced  or  invented 
to  point  up  a  moral,  indicate  a  direction 
to  be  followed,  or  simply  to  display  the 
brilliance  of  men's  minds  at  work.  Lay 
sermons  appeared,  to  chasten  or  chastize 
those  who  thought  or  acted  differently 
from  the  way  the  writer  thought  men 
should  think  or  act. 

The  tone  was  usually  lightly  humorous, 
as  fops,  pedants,  politicians,  or  coquettes 
were  held  to  ridicule  or  scorn,  but  some- 
times it  was  bitter,  as  men  like  Jonathan 
Swift  or  Daniel  Defoe  used  their  pens  as 
scalpels  to  expose  religious,  political,  or 
moral  ills.  Men  like  Sir  Richard  Steele 
and  Joseph  Addison  established  period- 
icals, in  some  ways  not  unlike  the  New 
Yorker  today,  but  called  the  Tatler,  the 
Spectator,  or  the  Guardian  in  reminder 
of  their  intention  to  expose,  observe,  or 
protect.  The  serial  essay  became  pop- 
ular, in  which  such  characters  as  Isaac 
Bickerstaff  or  Will  Honeycomb  spoke 
through  many  appearances.  A  favorite 
device  was  the  introduction  of  a  com- 
mentator from  another  civilization,  like 
an  American  Indian  or  the  Chinese 
gentleman  in  Oliver  Goldsmith's  The 
Citizen  of  the  World,  who  reported  in 
amusement  or  dismay  about  the  eccentric 
habits  of  Englishmen.  Sometimes,  as  in 
Steele's  "Recollections  of  Childhood," 
the  essay  spoke  in  the  relaxed,  personal 
accent  of  Montaigne  or  Cowley.  More 
often  it  was  didactic  and  direct,  intended, 
explained  Samuel  Johnson,  "to  inculcate 
wisdom  and  piety,"  with  few  words 
wasted  on  "idle  sports  of  imagination." 

As  much  as  any  other  kind  of  com- 
position, the  essay  depends  for  its  excel- 
lence on  the  force  and  wit  of  the  men 
who  write  it.  Dull  men  write  dull  essays, 
pretentious  men  are  pretentious  and 
imitative  men  imitative,  even  in  prose. 
So  after  its  bright  days  in  the  time  of 
Addison,  Steele,  and  Swift,  and  then 
Johnson  and  Goldsmith,  the  essay  de- 
clined to  imitation  of  their  manner  by 
men  of  less  vigor  who  had  less  to  say, 
used    often    as    a    vehicle    of    platitude 
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rather  than  of  experience.  So  widely 
dispersed  did  it  become,  so  variously 
patterned,  and  sometimes  so  badly 
written  that  Dr.  Johnson  finally  dismissed 
it  as  only  "a  loose  sally  of  the  mind:  an 
irregular,  undigested  piece;  not  a  regular 
and  orderly  composition." 

But  when  what  we  remember  for  con- 
venience as  the  Romantic  Movement 
drove  men  back  into  themselves  and 
away  from  patterns  set  by  other  men, 
the  essay  rose  again,  with  Charles  Lamb, 
whose  quiet  whimsies  have  delighted 
readers  ever  since,  with  William  Hazlitt, 
who  wrote  with  equally  infectious  gusto 
on  boxing,  literature,  or  the  state  of 
morals,  with  Samuel  Taylor  Coleridge, 
Leigh  Hunt,  and  Thomas  De  Quincey. 
In  their  hands,  the  essay  turned  from 
didacticism  and  dissection  of  the  deport- 
ment of  men  to  more  personal  considera- 
tion of  man's  relation  as  an  individual 
to  the  world  around  him.  It  became 
more  simply  direct,  in  language  which 
avoided  stereotypes.  The  tone  again  be- 
came intimate,  the  humor  more  subtle, 
the  temper  more  kindly.  Admonition  was 
still  needed,  but  encouragement  was 
needed  also  if  man  was  to  keep  up  with 
new  thinking  imported  from  Germany 
and  France  and  cultivated  with  vigor  at 
home.  Literature  became  more  promi- 
nently a  subject,  as  Shakespeare  was  re- 
discovered, and  other  writers  who  found 
the  spirit  of  man  more  interesting  than 
the  social  matrix  in  which  or  against 
which  it  struggled. 

Later  in  the  nineteenth  century, 
Thomas  Carlyle,  John  Ruskin,  Thomas 
Babington  Macaulay,  and  Matthew  Ar- 
nold wrote  seriously  and  at  length  about 
the  conduct  and  responsibilities  of  men. 
The  essay  became  graver  now,  ad- 
dressed more  often  to  the  state  of  man's 
mind  than  to  his  manners.  The  world 
seemed  to  these  eminent  Victorians  less 
a  light  and  frolicsome,  friendly  place 
at  which  men  might  jest  and  by  jest 
correct,  and  the  essay  lost  some  of  its 
light-heartedness    as    men    struggled    to 


make  something  sensible  of  their  place  in 
a  universe  which  seemed  increasingly 
in  opposition  to  their  good  intentions. 

It  has  often  been  said  that  the  eight- 
eenth century  was  the  golden  day  of  the 
essay,  and  this  is  in  some  sense  true,  for 
Addison,  Swift,  and  Goldsmith  wrote 
wittily  and  well.  But  it  is  from  the  nine- 
teenth century  of  Hazlitt  and  Coleridge, 
especially  of  Ruskin,  Macaulay,  and  Ar- 
nold, that  the  essay  as  we  know  it  best 
today  is  derived.  It  stretched  itself  then 
to  confront  a  world  more  like  the  world 
we  have  learned  to  know.  It  expressed 
itself  at  greater  length,  with  less  delight 
and  considerable  less  flippancy,  often 
more  puzzled  than  charmed,  sometimes 
more  puzzling  than  charming.  Some- 
thing of  the  spirit  of  meditation  was  lost, 
so  that  the  essay  became  less  personal 
and  more  learned:  it  treated  in  greater 
depth  of  history  and  literature  and  pol- 
itics; it  engaged  in  controversy  and 
unashamedly  took  sides;  more  often  than 
not,  it  was  a  lecture,  in  spirit  or  reality. 
Beside  it,  the  less  vigorous  but  patiently 
intimate  essays  of  Robert  Louis  Steven- 
son, the  bitter  caricaturing  wit  of  a 
modern  like  Max  Beerbohm,  or  the  tre- 
mendous trifling  of  G.  K.  Chesterton, 
however  pleasantly  they  soothe  or  light- 
ly stimulate,  seem  inappropriate  and 
anachronistic. 

The  tradition  of  the  cursory  essay, 
which  pleases  as  much  by  its  manner  as 
its  matter,  has  lasted  longer  in  England 
than  in  the  United  States.  British  readers 
still  enjoy  an  occasional  quiet  chuckle 
over  light  ruminations  on  cricket,  the 
pleasures  of  boating,  or  their  own, 
strange  British  behavior.  We  are  likely 
to  prefer  writings  more  solidly  inform- 
ative, even  to  discussions  on  the  prac- 
ticality of  home-made  bomb  shelters  or 
somber  explanations  of  the  profundity 
or  precision  with  which  favorite  authors 
confront  disturbances  of  our  time  or  na- 
ture. Our  most  consistently  popular  essay- 
ists do  not  write  comfortably  in  dressing 
gown   and   slippers.    American   tradition 
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urges  participation,  and  the  traditional 
essayist  is  an  observer,  a  contemplative 
bystander  who  does  not  become  involved, 
and  therefore  he  subverts  our  intention. 
Nevertheless,  the  essay  as  written  in  the 
United  States  has  followed  patterns  set 
by  the  essay  in  England,  though  with 
differences  in  tone  and  content,  and 
even  language,  which  suggest  an  in- 
creasingly distinctive  way  of  looking  at 
the  world. 

Even  Benjamin  Franklin,  whose  early 
essays  were  written  consciously  in  imita- 
tion of  essayists  abroad,  developed  an 
idiom  and  point  of  view  which  was  so 
unmistakably  native  that  fastidious  con- 
temporaries accused  him  of  vulgarizing 
language  and  thought.  His  contributions 
over  the  signature  of  Silence  Dogood 
to  his  brother's  New  England  Courant 
in  1722  were  quizzical  commentaries  on 
Boston  manners,  not  unlike  those  which 
appeared  in  English  periodicals  on  Lon- 
don manners,  except  that  Mistress  Do- 
good  was  a  New  England  country- 
woman who  spoke  in  native  accent 
about  local  idiosyncracies.  In  the  Busy- 
body essays  which  he  contributed  six 
years  later  to  a  Philadelphia  paper  and 
in  the  prose  admonitions  which  he  pro- 
vided for  one  or  another  of  his  Poor 
Richard's  almanacs,  Franklin  effectively 
followed  traditions  established  by  trans- 
atlantic wits,  but  with  homespun  flavor 
of  humor  and  seasoning  of  pragmatic 
common  sense.  When  he  turned  to  serious 
topics  of  the  times  during  the  argumen- 
tative years  which  preceded  the  American 
Revolution,  he  did  not  hesitate  to  borrow 
the  acid  manner  of  Swift  or  the  indirec- 
tion of  Defoe  as  he  wrote  of  the  need 
for  practical  rather  than  traditional  ed- 
ucation, for  a  sound  money  policy  among 
the  colonies,  or  of  indignities  forced  on 
them  by  Britain.  One  of  America's  first 
self-made  men,  a  scientist,  philosopher, 
diplomat,  inventor,  and  more  besides, 
Franklin  is  also  America's  first  distin- 
guished essayist.  He  could  be  bitter  or 


rollickingly  funny;  he  wrote  sketches 
like  "Advice  to  a  Young  Man  on  the 
Choice  of  a  Mistress"  and  "The  Trial  of 
Polly  Baker,"  which  have  become  part 
of  our  national  lore;  he  wrote  charmingly 
of  his  gout,  of  playing  chess,  or  of  insects 
whose  busy  life  lasts  only  a  day.  His 
moods  were  various,  in  borrowing  from 
other  men  he  paid  interest  with  orig- 
inality, and  he  was  seldom  dull. 

This  was  not  true  of  most  of  his  co- 
lonial countrymen,  who  cut  more  flimsy 
cloth  to  borrowed  patterns.  Hundreds  of 
young  Americans  rushed  essays  into  print 
during  the  eighteenth  century,  pretend- 
ing to  be  hermits  who  viewed  urban 
busyness  from  the  sanctuary  of  a  wood- 
land retreat,  observers  who  commented 
with  mock  alarm  on  the  oddities  of 
native  beaux  and  belles,  or  reformers 
who  put  together  sober  sermons  on  the 
iniquities  of  their  neighbors.  When  the 
subject  was  political  and  the  pen  held 
by  people  like  Thomas  Paine,  John 
Adams,  or  Alexander  Hamilton,  then 
the  writing  came  vividly  alive,  for  these 
men  in  anger  or  resolution  had  some- 
thing to  say.  But  in  traditional  forms, 
only  Philip  Freneau  and  Benjamin 
Rush,  and  such  dedicated  aspirants  from 
New  England  as  John  Trumbull,  Timothy 
Dwight,  and  Noah  Webster,  wrote  on  a 
consistent  level  of  competence.  They 
were  painstakingly  American,  and  they 
were  not  always  dull,  but  the  shadow  of 
the  way  other  men  had  said  many  of  the 
same  things  darkens  even  their  best  work. 
As  the  century  ended,  Joseph  Dennie, 
who  was  proud  to  be  known  as  the  Ad- 
dison of  the  United  States,  pleaded  that 
imitation  was  to  be  preferred  to  puerile 
originality. 

In  the  eyes  of  contemporaries,  here 
and  abroad,  Washington  Irving  seemed 
to  present  adequate  proof  that  writing 
by  an  American  could  be  as  charming  as 
writing  by  anyone  else.  Gentle,  reminis- 
cent, and  unashamed  in  his  admiration 
for    English    stylists,    he    spoke    of   the 
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evanescence  of  mortal  fame  and  the 
goodness  of  old  things  with  such  well- 
mannered  amiability  that  he  was  ac- 
cepted on  both  sides  of  the  Atlantic  as 
a  man  of  letters  whose  books  could  be 
displayed  without  shame  on  the  same 
parlor  table  with  those  of  Goldsmith 
or  Lamb.  So  light  was  his  touch  that  he 
seldom  disturbed  any  surface,  content, 
he  said  "if  I  can  by  any  lucky  chance, 
in  these  days  of  evil,  rub  out  one  wrinkle 
from  the  brow  of  care,  or  beguile  the 
heavy  heart  of  one  moment  of  sorrow." 
In  Salmagundi,  a  dozen  years  before,  he 
had  been  tentatively  Addisonian,  but 
his  Sketch  Book  in  1820,  followed  by 
Bracebridge  Hall  and  Tales  of  a  Traveller 
within  the  next  four  years,  revealed  a 
new  literary  vein  which  he  mined  with 
profit  for  the  rest  of  his  life.  Brief,  often 
colored  by  sentiment,  sometimes  only 
descriptive  of  quaint  custom  or  scene, 
occasionally  in  narrative  which  viewed 
man  and  his  actions  with  bemused 
benevolence,  Irving's  essay-sketches 
tempted  many  imitators,  some  of  whom, 
like  Longfellow  in  Outre  Mer,  blurred 
the  outline  with  pretension  or  an  em- 
barrassingly fervid  overflow  of  feeling, 
though  others,  like  Augustus  Longstreet 
in  Georgia  Scenes  and  John  Pendleton 
Kennedy  in  Swallow  Barn,  extended  the 
method  to  present  authentic  pictures  of 
native  localities.  With  Irving,  the  United 
States  learned  the  advantage  of  writing 
with  care.  She  might  also  have  learned 
that  literature  does  not  have  to  be  solemn 
in  order  to  be  superior. 

It  is  surprising  that  Irving  should  have 
fared  so  well  among  his  countrymen,  for 
this  has  not  been  a  characteristic  Amer- 
ican notion.  It  is  probably  true  that  few 
countries  have  been  more  enmeshed  in 
seriousness  than  the  United  States.  It  is 
a  great  part  of  our  virtue  and  some  part 
of  our  vice  that  we  have  often  thought 
of  ourselves  as  a  committed  people,  even 
when  we  have  not  been  sure  of  all  the 
implications  of  our  commitment.   Uncle 


Sam,  we  can  say,  seldom  smiles.  Partly 
because  of  his  background,  perhaps  in 
Puritanism,  partly  because  of  conditions 
of  life  on  a  wilderness  frontier  or  the 
opportunities  for  success  in  economic 
competition,  he  agrees  with  Longfellow 
in  this,  if  in  little  else,  that  life  is  real  and 
life  is  earnest.  And  he  has  fathered  a  peo- 
ple with  a  mission,  who  are  sometimes 
messianic,  happiest  when  busied  with 
reform,  of  other  people  or  themselves. 
Having  learned  something  good,  their 
liveliest  incentive  has  often  been  to  teach 
it  to  someone  else.  Whether  the  con- 
viction has  had  to  do  with  diet,  body- 
building, or  the  construction  of  hi-fi 
sets,  the  support  of  missionaries  or  the 
extension  of  civil  rights,  they  seem  com- 
mitted to  the  proposition  that  other 
people  are  better  when  converted  to 
their  way.  For  this  reason,  they  have 
sometimes  turned  from  Edgar  Allan  Poe, 
whose  insistence  that  literature  should 
please  before  it  instructs  makes  him 
seem  alien.  They  understand  why  Oliver 
Wendell  Holmes  was  not  always  taken 
seriously  as  a  physician  because  he  was 
fond  of  quipping  that  "Small  fevers  are 
gratefully  accepted." 

The  light  touch  has  not  been  among 
us  the  popular  touch.  It  is  difficult,  for 
example,  to  remember  that  in  his  frolick- 
some  way  Dr.  Holmes  played  about 
many  of  the  same  subjects  that  Emerson 
spoke  of  more  seriously  at  length.  Our 
humor,  when  most  characteristic,  has 
been  heavy-handed,  and  best  when 
leveled  to  a  not  always  delicate  popular 
taste.  It  has  depended  on  exaggeration 
or  burlesque,  has  fed  on  gross  manifesta- 
tions of  racial  or  sectional  differences 
among  us,  and  has  been  answered  in  ap- 
preciation more  often  by  the  guffaw  than 
the  quiet  smile.  It  has  sometimes  been 
riotously  funny,  and  we  have  slapped 
our  thighs  in  appreciation,  especially 
when  entertained  by  a  master  like  Mark 
Twain,  whose  genius  was  so  great  that  he 
could  lure  an  audience  to  laughing  at  it- 
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self  without  tempting  it  to  do  much 
about  mending  the  flaws  to  which  he 
pointed  and  at  which  it  laughed.  Mark 
Twain  can  depress  us  because  we  agree 
with  him  that  the  world  is  insane,  or  he 
may  build  our  self-esteem  because  we 
recognize  ourselves  superior  to  the 
piteous  or  hilariously  naive  people  he 
pictures,  but  he  is  not  the  man  we  turn 
to  for  materials  when  we  begin  to  build 
our  own  edifices  of  reform.  It  was  one  of 
his  sorrows  as  well  as  his  triumph  that 
hardly  anyone  took  him   seriously. 

This  distrust  of  levity  has  determined 
the  kind  of  essay  which  we  have  pre- 
ferred. Each  generation  has  enjoyed  its 
whimsical  observers  and  quizzical  com- 
mentators. Just  as  Irving  and  James  Kirk 
Paulding  spoke  pertinently  to  their  time, 
so  Oliver  Wendell  Holmes  and  George 
William  Curtis  spoke  to  theirs.  But  the 
fragile  insights  of  Holmes's  The  Autocrat 
of  the  Breakfast  Table,  then  The  Pro- 
fessor at  the  Breakfast  Table  and  The 
Poet  at  the  Breakfast  Table,  do  not 
attract  readers  today  as  they  did  during 
the  late  nineteenth-century  years  when 
they  commanded  a  privileged  place  in 
the  pages  of  the  Atlantic  Monthly  and  on 
every  well-read  man's  bookshelf.  The 
humor  of  Curtis's  Potiphar  Papers,  which 
was  greeted  by  contemporaries  as  a 
side-splitting  native  adaptation  of  the 
Pickwick  Papers  of  Charles  Dickens, 
provokes  few  smiles,  and  Ik  Marvel's 
once  popular  Reveries  of  a  Bachelor, 
which  even  Emily  Dickinson  adored, 
embarrasses  us  now.  We  do  remember 
that  Agnes  Repplier  once  filled  volume 
after  volume  with  essays — it  was  the 
touchstone  of  taste  among  our  fathers  to 
appreciate  the  gracious  simplicity  of  her 
style — and  that  Logan  Pearsall  Smith 
wrote  jewelled  fragments  whose  lustre 
is  not  wholly  dimmed. 

In  truth,  our  magazines  and  libraries 
contain  a  fair  proportion  of  essayists  who 
have  written  in  the  old  manner,  most  of 
them    quickly    forgotten    except   by   the 


generation  for  whom  they  wrote.  Noth- 
ing, we  recall,  is  so  old  as  a  delapidated 
charm.  The  once  honored  names  of  E.  P. 
Whipple  and  B.  O.  Flowers  may  make 
us  think  more  of  comic  strip  characters 
than  of  essayists  who  wrote  with  distinc- 
tion. Yesterday  we  read  Clarence  Day 
and  Christopher  Morley;  today  we  can 
read  E.  B.  White  and  Joseph  Wood 
Krutch,  and  many  more,  each  the  favorite 
of  a  small,  delighted  following.  These 
were  or  are  our  Bacons,  Hazlitts,  and 
Lambs — the  masters,  we  can  say,  of  our 
revels,  though  we  have  been  too  occupied 
with  other  things  to  revel  with  them  long. 

But  we  need  not  therefore  agree  with 
critics  who  tell  us  that  the  essay  is  a 
lavender  scented  little  old  lady  of  liter- 
ature, and  that  she  has  passed  away.  The 
essay  is  sturdily  with  us  still — only  its 
tone  has  changed  as  man's  focus  has 
changed.  Readers  now  seem  less  happily 
impressed  by  gentility  in  phrase  or  light 
pattering  of  thought.  Roots  must  reach 
deeper  and  branches  spread  wider  to 
provide  sustenance  and  refreshment. 
However  beguiling  Miss  Repplier 's  ad- 
monition that  "an  appreciation  of  the 
essay  is  the  natural  result  of  reading  it," 
that  like  virtue,  it  is  its  own  reward, 
most  Americans  in  every  generation 
have  required  something  more. 

Our  best  continuing  allegiance  has 
been  given  to  voices  which  speak  seri- 
ously on  matters  to  which  we  are  pre- 
pared to  listen.  For  more  than  a  hun- 
dred years  the  essays  of  Ralph  Waldo 
Emerson  have  served  as  charts  for  man's 
compulsive  quest  to  discover  himself. 
Their  seriousness  is  compressed  to  words 
which  explode  to  private  meaning,  for 
each  reader  makes  them  his  own,  and 
they  rouse  him  to  resolution  and  con- 
viction that  life  can  be  lived  on  the  level 
of  spirit  and  aspiration  at  the  same  time 
that  it  is  real  and  earnest.  With  Carlyle 
and  Matthew  Arnold,  he  challenges  men 
of  intelligence  to  plunge  beneath  the 
frivolous  welter  of  surface  in  search,  not 
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of  a  unity  which  is  not  there,  but  of 
poles  between  which  life  can  be  man- 
aged with  satisfactory  illusion  of  suc- 
cess. The  view  of  Emerson  which  puts 
man  where  we  have  been  taught  he 
should  be,  at  the  center  of  the  universe, 
has  been,  even  in  the  reaction  against  it, 
both  culmination  and  starting  point  of 
much  of  our  serious  consideration.  Few 
readers  have  lingered  long  over  his 
quietly  pervasive  humor. 

Much  of  the  most  compelling  literature 
of  the  United  States  has  been  a  continu- 
ing dialogue  concerning  possibilities  for 
maintaining  the  view  which  Emerson 
put  forth,  as  friend  and  comforter,  Mat- 
thew Arnold  said,  of  those  who  live  or 
would  live  in  the  spirit.  Some  who  take 
him  most  seriously  forget  that  a  fine 
qualification  for  being  Emersonian  is  to 
discover  faults  in  Emerson,  for  he  looked 
with  scorn  on  people  who  built,  he  said, 
on  the  sepulchres  of  their  fathers.  What 
he  wrote  about  man  thinking,  about 
the  superiority  of  thinking  to  thought, 
and  of  a  world  in  such  continual  change 
that  the  man  who  stops  thinking  must  go 
mad,  has  spurred  some  of  our  best  as 
well  as  some  of  our  more  irresponsible 
writing.  Whether  he  is  demigod  or,  as 
has  recently  been  suggested,  antichrist, 
Emerson  continues  to  live,  our  most 
continually  provocative  essayist,  be- 
cause he  speaks  with  skill  of  matters 
which  disturb  us  still.  He  requires  per- 
sonal fulfillment,  for  he  insists  that 
there  is  no  greater  sin  than  any  man's 
failure  to  realize  the  best  which  his 
qualifications  allow,  but  he  warns  also  of 
the  terror  of  life  and  its  unremitting 
menace.  Concentration,  he  counsels,  is 
the  only  virtue;  dissipation  the  only 
vice. 

To  most  readers  it  is  as  if  their  own 
voice  spoke,  and  they  answer  even  when 
they  cannot  find  the  words.  Most  vocal 
among  Emerson's  early  answerers  were 
Henry  David  Thoreau  and  Walt  Whit- 
man, each  of  whom  extended,  modified, 


or  clarified  some  area  of  his  thought. 
Men  allowed  themselves  to  become  so 
bewildered  by  desire  for  things  that  their 
lives  were  lived  in  quiet  desperation, 
responded  Thoreau.  They  had  lost  un- 
ashamed admission  of  their  manliness  or 
womanliness,  echoed  Whitman.  Each 
of  these  writers  demonstrated  through 
revelation  of  himself  that  living  could 
be  enjoyed  on  different  terms,  with  dis- 
crimination between  what  is  worthwhile 
and  good  and  what  is  dissipating  and 
bad.  Whitman  wrote  in  prose  of  the 
possibilities  for  truer  literature  and  saner 
existence  in  Democratic  Vistas;  he  wrote 
of  his  experience  among  men  in  Spec- 
imen Days  and  in  his  reminiscent  A 
Backward  Glance  O'er  Travel'd  Roads. 
Thoreau  wrote,  some  think  with  more 
skill  than  anyone,  of  man  alone,  con- 
fronted by  nature  and  searching  through 
nature  for  elusive  hints  which  might 
suggest  the  proper  responsibilities  of 
man.  Walden  best  dramatized  his  quest, 
and  "Civil  Disobedience"  made  plain 
his  conviction  that  each  man  must  resist 
whatever  seems  to  that  man  wrong,  but 
he  wrote  with  insight  also  in  discursive 
essays  like  "Walking,"  which  are  not  so 
familiarly  remembered  because  they 
center  more  elusively  on  his  theme  and 
are  less  overtly  serious.  Many  of  us  have 
difficulty  in  following  explanations  of 
Whitman  as  a  comic  poet  or  of  Thoreau 
as  our  most  subtle  humorist. 

Later  in  the  nineteenth  century  writers 
like  William  James  and  Henry  Adams 
moved  through  and  beyond  paths  which 
Emerson  opened.  William  Dean  Howells 
and  Henry  James  wrote  with  new  dis- 
cernment of  literature  and  its  relation  to 
life  or  its  function  as  art.  The  old  ques- 
tion of  what  was  distinctive  or  could  be 
distinctive  about  American  literature, 
never  completely  closed,  was  opened 
wide  again  as  Hamlin  Garland  and  Frank 
Norris  took  readers  earnestly  into  their 
confidence  about  matters  which  seemed 
to   relate  to  problems   of  intimate  con- 


8 


Introduction 


cern.  That  is  one  reason  why  they  con- 
tinue occasionally  to  converse  with  us, 
while  the  voices  of  other  men,  like  that 
of  James  Russell  Lowell  who  wrote  with 
satisfaction  to  himself  and  many  readers 
about  books  he  admired  or  about  the 
world  as  seen  from  his  study  windows, 
fail  to  carry  across  very  many  years. 

Perhaps  our  disposition  toward  somber 
soliloquys  reveals  more  of  ourselves,  our 
taste  or  imagination,  than  of  the  excel- 
lence of  our  favorite  writers.  Like  many 
people  anywhere,  we  do  not  apologize 
because  the  ills  which  disturb  our  genera- 
tion seem  infinitely  large  for  the  reason 
that  they  are  our  own.  They  are  with  us 
and  part  of  us,  and  our  entanglement 
among  them  makes  it  necessary  to  under- 
stand them,  for  we  do  not  think  that 
cures  are  effected  through  derision.  No 
writer  of  our  century  found  more  faults 
in  contemporary  notions  of  morality  or 
taste  than  H.  L.  Mencken,  whose  blunt 
attacks  on  the  boobus  Americanus  de- 
lighted readers  of  the  1920s  and  1930s, 
but  we  turn  to  him  less  often  in  our  day. 
His  lustiest  blows  land  now  with  little 
force.  The  humor  is  too  self-consciously 
pert.  His  facts,  we  think,  are  not  always 
right,  and  prejudice  too  plainly  shows. 
Favorite  essayists  speak  more  reasonably 
now,  less  intolerant  because  they  seem  to 
reach  toward  radical  distinctions.  They 
talk  more  often  of  politics,  and  less  of 
party.  They  consider  the  reaches  of  sci- 
ence or  the  possibility  that  people  can  re- 
main people. 

If  our  favorites  seldom  smile,  even  in 
derision,  they  correct  no  less  than  Ad- 
dison who  with  lighter  touch  discovered 
society  imperfect  two  hundred  years  ago. 
Where  Mencken  was  bellicose,  Lionel 
Trilling  is  compassionate  in  his  equally 
relentless  probings  to  the  contemporary 
psyche,  engaging  us  in  such  collections 
of  essays  as  The  Liberal  Imagination  and 
The  Opposing  Self  as  intimately  as  Emer- 
son and  Matthew  Arnold  do,  because  it 
is   our  imagination  and  our  self  which 


he  explores.  If  his  voice  palls,  there  is 
another  which  corrects  or  extends  the 
patient  examination  in  tones  equally 
compelling.  Critics  like  Allen  Tate  and 
Edmund  Wilson  express  our  concern 
with  more  than  the  literary  topics  they 
discuss,  as  they  remind  us  that  richness 
in  literature  requires  answering  richness 
among  those  who  read.  When  the  best 
among  them  such  as  R.  P.  Blackmur 
examines  a  text  or  speaks  of  the  re- 
sponsibilities or  expense  of  greatness,  we 
move  by  his  side  to  territories  we  might 
not  have  found  before.  Their  function, 
we  think,  is  not  only  to  codify  or  analyze 
what  is  known,  but  to  move  beyond 
toward  what  can  be  discovered,  not 
content  with  tidying  what  has  been 
called  the  house  of  intellect,  but  deepen- 
ing its  foundations  and  extending  its 
walls. 

But  writing  is  a  two-way  street.  Not 
only  do  we  respond  most  urgently  to 
words  spoken  in  our  own  mood;  most 
men  write  best  when  they  say  what 
they  mean.  Often  that  best  is  not  good 
enough,  for  meaning  well  is  no  guaran- 
tee that  what  is  said  will  be  heard  or 
understood.  Words  are  provokingly  stub- 
born, and  are  fond  of  stepping  between 
a  man  and  his  thought.  When  we  re- 
member all  the  men  of  that  generation 
who  tried  to  express  what  one  of  them, 
who  was  Emerson,  expressed  so  well, 
we  are  tempted  to  say  of  every  writer 
that  his  ideas  are  the  least  important 
thing  about  him,  because  they  are  what 
he  shares  with  most  men  of  his  time. 
When  he  speaks  with  authority,  he 
speaks  well,  with  something  which  we 
recognize  but  usually  fail  to  define,  and 
which  we  call  style.  His  ultimate  distinc- 
tion is  in  language,  in  adjusting  words  to 
precise  requirements. 

For  language  is  finally  the  essayist's 
single  tool,  that  and  a  mind  acute 
enough  to  discover  the  right  words.  He 
cannot  depend  on  situation,  plot,  or 
character.  Spirited  action  does  not  atone 
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for  deficiencies  in  style.  Mystery  or  sus- 
pense is  not  often  useful.  One  reason 
that  I  have  suggested  why  essays  in  the 
United  States  are  not  often  written  in  the 
traditional  manner  of  Bacon  or  Lamb  is 
that  Americans  care  to  speak  about  sub- 
jects which  are  different  from  those  about 
which  Englishmen  care.  Another  is  that 
Americans  talk  differently  from  English- 
men. Not  only  are  some  words  different, 
like  calling  an  elevator  a  lift  or  an  under- 
shirt a  vest,  and  some  idioms,  like  a 
white-collar  job  being  in  London  a 
black-suit  position;  there  are  differences 
in  rhythm  and  tone  which  are  difficult 
to  point  out,  but  which  are  unmistakably 
present.  That  is  not  to  say  that  good 
English  is  un-American,  only  that  it  is 
not  always  good  American,  though  good 
American  is  nearer  to  good  English  than 
are  the  many  varieties  of  bad  American 
or  bad  English. 

Probably  because  we  are  closer  and 
therefore  notice  differences,  there  seem 
to  be  more  varieties  of  American  writing 
than  there  are  of  English.  There  is  the 
terse  and  compelling  style  of  the  news 
magazine,  leveled  to  readers  who  have 
neither  time  nor  disposition  for  thinking. 
There  is  the  smoothly  limpid  language 
of  the  magazine  digests,  so  clear  and  un- 
involved  with  subtlety  that  it  has  been 
said  that  a  sure-fire  subject  for  acceptance 
among  them  would  be  the  story  of  a  man 
who  made  love  to  a  bear  in  an  iron  lung 
for  the  F.B.I,  and  found  Christianity. 
There  is  the  slick  patter  of  the  copywriter 
which  hammers  slogans  home  with  re- 
laxed regard  for  grammar.  And  there  are 
several  more,  the  most  natively  distinc- 
tive of  which  is  perhaps  the  familiar 
drawl  of  American  humor,  folksy  and 
emphatic  by  understatement.  At  another 
extreme  is  the  equally  familiar  cliche- 
driven  prose  of  the  physical  or  social 
scientist  who  achieves  a  kind  of  intel- 
lectual status  by  inventing  a  language 
of  his  own,  and  close  linked  to  that  is 
the    parrot    language    of    the    critic    of 


politics  or  literature,  in  which  polysyl- 
labic clusters  are  soberly  moved  about  in 
patterns   which   simulate   thought. 

This  is  not  as  these  things  should  be; 
it  is  only  as  they  are.  A  more  richly 
complex  culture  will  inevitably  find  richer 
methods  of  expressing  itself.  We  are  re- 
minded by  them  that  it  was  an  English 
writer  who  explained  that  of  all  forms  of 
literature  the  essay  has  least  use  for  long 
words.  Language  in  America  does  seem 
often  reduced  to  the  generalizing  sim- 
plicity of  the  journalist  and  pitchman  or 
swollen  to  polysyllabic  pretension  by 
pundits.  Between  these  extremes  lies  the 
difficult  ideal  of  language,  seldom  at- 
tained, but  joyously  welcomed  wherever 
found.  American  writers  seem  adept  in 
finding  words  to  tell  a  story,  especially 
when  it  is  a  parable,  but  few  have  ex- 
pressed subtly  penetrating  ideas  with 
persuasive  directness.  Thomas  Jefferson 
did,  and  Lincoln,  Emerson  and  Thoreau, 
and  George  Santayana,  but  few  more. 
Our  present  delight  in  the  explanations  of 
R.  P.  Blackmur,  T.  S.  Eliot,  or  Lionel 
Trilling  and  the  less  strenuous  insight  of 
E.  B.  White  results  from  their  ability 
to  say  complicated  things  simply,  with- 
out posturing  in  any  attitude  but  their 
own.  They  are  among  those  few  who,  in 
Leslie  Fiedler's  words,  "have  discovered 
a  new  way  to  translate  the  speaking 
voice  and  living  self  into  printed  prose; 
to  achieve  on  the  page,  the  lucid,  direct, 
orderly  and  vivid  flow  of  conversation, 
which  conversation  itself,  interrupted  and 
half-heard,   seldom   attains." 

The  essayist  then  is  a  personality,  a 
man  speaking  his  mind.  His  first  claim 
to  our  attention  is  just  that,  but  he  be- 
comes inevitably  also  a  guide,  discover- 
ing directions  for  the  minds  of  other 
men.  Next  to  lyric  poetry,  which  it  in 
some  manner  resembles,  the  essay  is  the 
most  personal  kind  of  writing,  both  in 
expression  of  the  person  who  writes  it 
and  in  reception  by  the  person  who 
reads.    Its    dependence   on   fact   is   less 
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important  than  its  revelation  of  point  of 
view.  Its  relation  to  truth  is  only  to 
that  portion  of  truth  glimpsed  by  the 
particularized  and  therefore  imperfect 
vision  of  the  essayist.  Neither  historian 
nor  philosopher,  and  not  limited  to  the 
findings  of  what  we  call  scholarship, 
the  essayist  is  finally  only  essayist,  not 
oracle.  His  footsteps  never  quite  fit  feet 
which  attempt  to  follow.  When  he  has 
disclosed  something  of  attitude  which 
might  not  have  been  so  clearly  known 
before,  or  of  mood  which  is  attractive,  he 
has  done  his  work.  We  do  him  disservice 
when  we  expect  more. 

American  essayists  do  speak  to  us  in 
many  voices.  Some  bully,  some  cajole, 
and  a  few  still  smile.  And  each  reader 
inevitably  makes  his  own  choice  among 
them,  discovering  accents  and  attitudes 
which  most  closely  approximate  his  own. 
To  collect  all  which  are  best,  or  even 
best  representative,  is  a  task  beyond 
any  anthologist's  ability,  for  his  mood 
changes,  and  with  it  his  choosing.  The 
present  collection  is  centered  about  a 
single  broad  theme,  which  is  what  na- 
tive men  of  letters  have  thought  of  the 
prospects  for  and  the  accomplishment 
of  literature  in  the  United  States.  For 
each    essay    reprinted,    a    dozen    more 


might  be  found  which  speak  percep- 
tively and  perhaps  as  well.  Some  indica- 
tion of  further  riches  available  is  sup- 
plied by  an  appended  list  of  additional 
essay  collections,  many  of  them  in  paper- 
back editions,  From  it  private  anthol- 
ogies can  be  made,  for  each  reader's  own 
is  his  best. 

The  essays  which  have  been  included 
speak,  first,  about  the  multiple  problem 
of  what  characterizes  an  American  and 
what  are  the  chances  for  and  the  dis- 
tinguishing features  of  a  literature  which 
is  distinctively  native.  Then  writers  speak 
of  other  writers  and  themselves  or  sketch 
the  influence  of  place  or  attitude  on  their 
contemporaries.  Next  appear  some  of 
those  who  have  spoken  of  poetry,  its 
nature  and  function,  and  its  place  among 
us;  and  next  those  who  have  spoken  of 
prose  fiction.  Finally,  a  smaller  group 
of  essayists  talks  of  opportunities  for 
progress,  says  something  of  the  qualities 
and  conditions  necessary  for  continued 
effective  expression  on  matters  which 
it  is  the  responsibility  of  literature  to 
examine.  Effort  has  been  made  to  present 
as  many  tones  and  varieties  as  possible, 
hoping  that  they  may  blend  to  a  chorus 
which  will  suggest  more  than  any  single 
voice  can  say. 


POSSIBILITIES 


Hector  St.  John  de  Crevecoeur 
*  1735-1813 


Michel-Guillaume  Jean  de  Crevecoeur, 
better  known  by  the  name  he  signed  to 
his  writings  in  English,  Hector  St.  John 
de  Crevecoeur,  was  born  in  France  and 
died  in  France,  but  spent  much  of  his 
active  adult  life  in  the  New  World,  as 
soldier,  cartographer,  frontier  farmer,  or 
diplomat.  His  letters  from  an  Ameri- 
can farmer,  from  which  the  following 
essay  is  extracted,  was  published  in  Lon- 
don in  1782  just  as  the  American  Revolu- 
tion was  drawing  to  a  close.  Its  optimistic 
justification  of  the  future  of  America  is 
balanced  by  more  realistic  essays  which 
Crevecoeur  did  not  publish  in  English 
during  his  lifetime  but  which  lay  in  man- 
uscript until  gathered  together  in  1925 
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America.  But  in  all  of  his  writings,  the 
clear  directness  of  Crevecoeur  s  prose 
never  quite  conceals  his  tendency  to 
idealize  the  natural  and  the  primitive  in 
the  manner  of  his  French  contemporaries, 
Rousseau  and  Chateaubriand.  His  con- 
ception of  the  American,  though  derived 
as  much  from  romantic  idealization  as 
direct  observation,  has  formed  the  basis 
for  many   a  subsequent  account. 


What  Is  an  American? 

I  wish  I  could  be  acquainted  with  the 
feelings  and  thoughts  which  must  agitate 
the  heart  and  present  themselves  to  the 
mind  of  an  enlightened  Englishman, 
when  he  first  lands  on  this  continent.  He 
must  greatly  rejoice,  that  he  lived  at  a 
time  to  see  this  fair  country  discovered 


and  settled;  he  must  necessarily  feel 
a  share  of  national  pride,  when  he  views 
the  chain  of  settlements  which  embel- 
lishes these  extended  shores.  When  he 
says  to  himself,  this  is  the  work  of  my 
countrymen,  who,  when  convulsed  by 
factions,  afflicted  by  a  variety  of  miseries 
and  wants,  restless  and  impatient,  took 
refuge  here.  They  brought  along  with 
them  their  national  genius,  to  which 
they  principally  owe  what  liberty  they 
enjoy,  and  what  substance  they  possess. 
Here  he  sees  the  industry  of  his  native 
country,  displayed  in  a  new  manner,  and 
traces  in  their  works  the  embryos  of 
all  the  arts,  sciences,  and  ingenuity 
which  flourish  in  Europe.  Here  he  be- 
holds fair  cities,  substantial  villages,  ex- 
tensive fields,  an  immense  country  filled 
with  decent  houses,  good  roads,  orchards, 
meadows,  and  bridges,  where  an  hun- 
dred years  ago  all  was  wild,  woody,  and 
uncultivated! 

What  a  train  of  pleasing  ideas  this 
fair  spectacle  must  suggest!  it  is  a  pros- 
pect which  must  inspire  a  good  citizen 
with  the  most  heartfelt  pleasure.  The 
difficulty  consists  in  the  manner  of  view- 
ing so  extensive  a  scene.  He  is  arrived 
on  a  new  continent;  a  modern  society 
offers  itself  to  his  contemplation,  dif- 
ferent from  what  he  had  hitherto  seen. 
It  is  not  composed,  as  in  Europe,  of 
great  lords  who  possess  everything,  and 
of  a  herd  of  people  who  have  nothing. 
Here  are  no  aristocratical  families,  no 
courts,  no  kings,  no  bishops,  no  ecclesi- 
astical dominion,  no  invisible  power  giv- 
ing to  a  few  a  very  visible  one;  no  great 
manufacturers  employing  thousands,  no 
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great  refinements  of  luxury.  The  rich  and 
the  poor  are  not  so  far  removed  from 
each  other  as  they  are  in  Europe.  Some 
few  towns  excepted,  we  are  all  tillers  of 
the  earth,  from  Nova  Scotia  to  West 
Florida.  We  are  a  people  of  cultivators, 
scattered  over  an  immense  territory,  com- 
municating with  each  other  by  means  of 
good  roads  and  navigable  rivers,  united 
by  the  silken  bands  of  mild  government, 
all  respecting  the  laws,  without  dread- 
ing their  power,  because  they  are  equita- 
ble. We  are  all  animated  with  the  spirit 
of  an  industry  which  is  unfettered  and 
unrestrained,  because  each  person  works 
for  himself.  If  he  travels  through  our 
rural  districts  he  views  not  the  hostile 
castle,  and  the  haughty  mansion,  con- 
trasted with  the  clay-built  hut  and  miser- 
able cabin,  where  cattle  and  men  help  to 
keep  each  other  warm,  and  dwell  in 
meanness,    smoke,    and    indigence. 

A  pleasing  uniformity  of  decent  com- 
petence appears  throughout  our  habita- 
tions. The  meanest  of  our  log-houses 
is  a  dry  and  comfortable  habitation.  Law- 
yer or  merchant  are  the  fairest  titles  our 
towns  afford;  that  of  a  farmer  is  the  only 
appellation  of  the  rural  inhabitants  of 
our  country.  It  must  take  some  time  ere 
he  can  reconcile  himself  to  our  diction- 
ary, which  is  but  short  in  words  of  dig- 
nity, and  names  of  honor.  There,  on  a 
Sunday,  he  sees  a  congregation  of  re- 
spectable farmers  and  their  wives,  all 
clad  in  neat  homespun,  well  mounted, 
or  riding  in  their  own  humble  wagons. 
There  is  not  among  them  an  esquire, 
saving  the  unlettered  magistrate.  There 
he  sees  a  parson  as  simple  as  his  flock,  a 
farmer  who  does  not  riot  on  the  labor  of 
others.  We  have  no  princes,  for  whom 
we  toil,  starve,  and  bleed:  we  are  the 
most  perfect  society  now  existing  in  the 
world.  Here  man  is  free  as  he  ought  to 
be;  nor  is  this  pleasing  equality  so  tran- 
sitory as  many  others  are.  Many  ages 
will  not  see  the  shores  of  our  great  lakes 
replenished  with  inland  nations,  nor  the 


unknown  bounds  of  North  America  en- 
tirely peopled.  Who  can  tell  how  far  it 
extends?  Who  can  tell  the  millions  of 
men  whom  it  will  feed  and  contain?  for 
no  European  foot  has  as  yet  travelled 
half  the  extent  of  this  mighty  continent! 

The  next  wish  of  this  traveller  will  be 
to  know  whence  came  all  these  people? 
they  are  a  mixture  of  English,  Scotch, 
Irish,  French,  Dutch,  Germans,  and 
Swedes.  From  this  promiscuous  breed, 
that  race  now  called  Americans  have 
arisen.  The  eastern  provinces  must  in- 
deed be  expected,  as  being  the  unmixed 
descendants  of  Englishmen.  I  have  heard 
many  wish  that  they  had  been  more 
intermixed  also:  for  my  part,  I  am  no 
wisher,  and  think  it  much  better  as  it  has 
happened.  They  exhibit  a  most  conspicu- 
ous figure  in  this  great  and  variegated 
picture;  they  too  enter  for  a  great  share 
in  the  pleasing  perspective  displayed  in 
these  thirteen  provinces.  I  know  it  is 
fashionable  to  reflect  on  them,  but  I  re- 
spect them  for  what  they  have  done;  for 
the  accuracy  and  wisdom  with  which 
they  have  settled  their  territory,  for  the 
decency  of  their  manners;  for  their  early 
love  of  letters;  their  ancient  college,  the 
first  in  this  hemisphere;  for  their  indus- 
try; which  to  me  who  am  but  a  farmer, 
is  the  criterion  of  everything.  There 
never  was  a  people,  situated  as  they  are, 
who  with  so  ungrateful  a  soil  have  done 
more  in  so  short  a  time.  Do  you  think 
that  the  monarchical  ingredients  which 
are  more  prevalent  in  other  govern- 
ments, have  purged  them  from  all  foul 
stains?  Their  histories  assert  the  con- 
trary. 

In  this  great  American  asylum,  the 
poor  of  Europe  have  by  some  means  met 
together,  and  in  consequence  of  various 
causes;  to  what  purpose  should  they  ask 
one  another  what  countrymen  they  are? 
Alas,  two  thirds  of  them  had  no  coun- 
try. Can  a  wretch  who  wanders  about, 
who  works  and  starves,  whose  life  is  a 
continual  scene  of  sore  affliction  or  pinch- 
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ing  penury;  can  that  man  call  England 
or  any  other  kingdom  his  country?  A 
country  that  had  no  bread  for  him, 
whose  fields  procured  him  no  harvest, 
who  met  with  nothing  but  the  frowns  of 
the  rich,  the  severity  of  the  laws,  with 
jails  and  punishments;  who  owned  not 
a  single  foot  of  the  extensive  surface  of 
this  planet?  No!  urged  by  a  variety  of 
motives,  here  they  came.  Every  thing 
has  tended  to  regenerate  them;  new 
laws,  a  new  mode  of  living,  a  new  so- 
cial system;  here  they  are  become  men: 
in  Europe  they  were  as  so  many  useless 
plants,  wanting  vegetative  mould,  and 
refreshing  showers;  they  withered,  and 
were  mowed  down  by  want,  hunger,  and 
war;  but  now  by  the  power  of  trans- 
plantation, like  all  other  plants  they  have 
taken  root  and  flourished!  Formerly  they 
were  not  numbered  in  any  civil  list  of 
their  country,  except  in  those  of  the 
poor;  here  they  rank  as  citizens. 

By  what  invisible  power  has  this  sur- 
prizing metamorphosis  been  performed? 
By  that  of  the  laws  and  that  of  their  in- 
dustry. The  laws,  the  indulgent  laws, 
protect  them  as  they  arrive,  stamping  on 
them  the  symbol  of  adoption;  they  re- 
ceive ample  rewards  for  their  labors; 
these  accumulated  rewards  procure  them 
lands;  those  lands  confer  on  them  the 
title  of  freemen;  and  to  that  title  every 
benefit  is  affixed  which  men  can  possibly 
require.  This  is  the  great  operation  daily 
performed  by  our  laws.  From  whence 
proceed  these  laws?  From  our  govern- 
ment. Whence  that  government?  It  is  de- 
rived from  the  original  genius  and  strong 
desire  of  the  people,  ratified  and  con- 
firmed by  government.  This  is  the  great 
chain  which  links  us  all,  this  is  the  pic- 
ture which  every  province  exhibits,  Nova 
Scotia  excepted.  There  the  crown  has 
done  all;  either  there  were  no  people 
who  had  genius,  or  it  was  not  much  at- 
tended to:  the  consequence  is,  that  the 
province  is  very  thinly  inhabited  indeed; 
the  power  of  the  crown,  in  conjunction 


with  the  mosquitoes,  has  prevented  men 
from  settling  there.  Yet  some  part  of  it 
flourished  once,  and  it  contained  a  mild 
harmless  set  of  people.  But  for  the  fault 
of  a  few  leaders  the  whole  were  ban- 
ished. The  greatest  political  error  the 
crown  ever  committed  in  America,  was 
to  cut  off  men  from  a  country  which 
wanted  nothing  but  men!  What  attach- 
ment can  a  poor  European  emigrant 
have  for  a  country  where  he  had  noth- 
ing? The  knowledge  of  the  language, 
the  love  of  a  few  kindred  as  poor  as  him- 
self, were  the  only  cords  that  tied  him: 
his  country  is  now  that  which  gives  him 
land,  bread,  protection,  and  conse- 
quence: Ubi  pants  ibi  patri,  is  the  motto 
of  all  emigrants. 

What  then  is  the  American,  this  new 
man?  He  is  either  an  European,  or  the 
descendant  of  an  European;  hence  that 
strange  mixture  of  blood,  which  you  will 
find  in  no  other  country.  I  could  point 
out  to  you  a  man,  whose  grandfather  was 
an  Englishman,  whose  wife  was  Dutch, 
whose  son  married  a  French  woman, 
and  whose  present  four  sons  have  now 
four  wives  of  different  nations.  He  is  an 
American,  who,  leaving  behind  him  all 
his  ancient  prejudices  and  manners,  re- 
ceives new  ones  from  the  new  mode  of 
life  he  has  embraced,  the  new  govern- 
ment he  obeys,  and  the  new  rank  he 
holds.  He  becomes  an  American  by  be- 
ing received  in  the  broad  lap  of  our  great 
Alma  Mater. 

Here  individuals  of  all  nations  are 
melted  into  a  new  race  of  men,  whose 
labors  and  posterity  will  one  day  cause 
great  change  in  the  world.  Americans 
are  the  western  pilgrims,  who  are  carry- 
ing along  with  them  that  great  mass  of 
arts,  sciences,  vigor,  and  industry,  which 
began  long  since  in  the  east;  they  will 
finish  the  great  circle.  The  Americans 
were  once  scattered  all  over  Europe; 
here  they  are  incorporated  into  one  of 
the  finest  systems  of  population  which 
has  ever  appeared,  and  which  will  here- 
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after  become  distinct  by  the  power  of 
the  different  climates  they  inhabit.  The 
American  ought,  therefore,  to  love  his 
country  much  better  than  that  wherein 
either  he  or  his  forefathers  were  born. 
Here  the  rewards  of  his  industry  follow 
with  equal  steps  the  progress  of  his 
labor;  his  labor  is  founded  on  the  basis 
of  nature,  self-interest;  can  it  want  a 
stronger  allurement?  Wives  and  chil- 
dren, who  before  in  vain  demanded  of 
him  a  morsel  of  bread,  now,  fat  and 
frolicsome,  gladly  help  their  father  to 
clear  those  fields  whence  exuberant 
crops  are  to  arise  to  feed  and  clothe 
them  all;  without  any  part  being 
claimed,  either  by  a  despotic  prince,  a 
rich  abbot,  or  a  mighty  lord.  Here  re- 
ligion demands  but  little  of  him;  a  small 
voluntary  salary  to  the  minister,  and 
gratitude  to  God;  can  he  refuse  these? 

The  American  is  a  new  man,  who  acts 
upon  new  principles;  he  must  therefore 
entertain  new  ideas,  and  form  new  opin- 
ions. From  voluntary  idleness,  servile  de- 
pendence, penury,  and  useless  labor,  he 
has  passed  to  toils  of  a  very  different 
nature. 

This  is  an  American. 


Washington  Irving 
*  1783-1859 


Beloved  among  his  contemporaries  as 
Diedrich  Knickerbocker  or  Geoffrey 
Crayon,  Washington  Irving  is  our  first 
successful  professional  author  and  the 
first  literary  ambassador  from  the  United 
States  to  England.  Writing  at  a  time 
when  tempers  on  both  sides  were 
strained,  irritated  by  the  memory  of  two 
wars  between  them,  and  when  acid  de- 
bate abounded  concerning  the  cultural 
inferiority  of  the  one,  the  arrogance  of 


the  other,  Irving  wrote  with  graceful 
charm  of  both  the  old  world  and  the 
new,  providing  a  style  which  England 
could  admire  and  his  own  countrymen 
take  pride  in.  He  could  be  jocularly  satiri- 
cal, as  in  his  early  burlesque  history  of 
new  york  (1809),  but  gentleness  was 
his  most  effective  mood,  particularly  in 
reminiscence  of  old  customs  or  in  re- 
telling old  tales,  the  sketch  book 
(1820),  where  the  following  essay  ap- 
pears, was  the  first  of  many  similar  vol- 
umes in  which  he  gathered  his  thoughts 
on  a  variety  of  subjects.  His  later  ro- 
mantic histories  and  sentimentalized 
biographies  have  not  lasted  so  well,  per- 
haps because  they  are  so  weighted  with 
subject  matter  that  the  suave  gentility  of 
Washington  Irving  is  not  able  to  shine 
unrestricted  through,  for  that  manner 
seems,  in  truth,  to  have  been  his  single 
literary  virtue.  And  to  the  ears  of  many 
readers,  it  is  enough. 
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"Methinks  I  see  in  my  mind  a  noble  and 
puissant  nation,  rousing  herself  like  a 
strong  man  after  sleep,  and  shaking  her 
invincible  locks:  methinks  I  see  her  as 
an  eagle,  mewing  her  mighty  youth, 
and  kindling  her  endazzled  eyes  at  the 
full  mid-day  beam." 

MILTON  ON  THE  LIBERTY  OF  THE  PRESS 

It  is  with  feelings  of  deep  regret  that  I 
observe  the  literary  animosity  daily 
growing  up  between  England  and  Amer- 
ica. Great  curiosity  has  been  awakened 
of  late  with  respect  to  the  United  States, 
and  the  London  press  has  teemed  with 
volumes  of  travels  through  the  Republic; 
but  they  seem  intended  to  diffuse  error 
rather  than  knowledge;  and  so  success- 
ful have  they  been,  that,  notwithstand- 
ing the  constant  intercourse  between  the 
nations,  there  is  no  people  concerning 
whom  the  great  mass  of  the  British  pub- 
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lie  have  less  pure  information  or  enter- 
tain more  numerous  prejudices. 

English  travellers  are  the  best  and  the 
worst  in  the  world.  Where  no  motives  of 
pride  or  interest  intervene,  none  can 
equal  them  for  profound  and  philosophi- 
cal views  of  society,  or  faithful  and 
graphical  descriptions  of  external  ob- 
jects; but  when  either  the  interest  or 
reputation  of  their  own  country  comes 
in  collision  with  that  of  another,  they  go 
to  the  opposite  extreme,  and  forget  their 
usual  probity  and  candor,  in  the  in- 
dulgence of  splenetic  remark,  and  an  il- 
liberal spirit  of  ridicule. 

Hence,  their  travels  are  more  honest 
and  accurate,  the  more  remote  the  coun- 
try described.  I  would  place  implicit 
confidence  in  an  Englishman's  descrip- 
tion of  the  regions  beyond  the  cataracts 
of  the  Nile;  of  unknown  islands  in  the 
Yellow  Sea;  of  the  interior  of  India;  or  of 
any  other  tract  which  other  travellers 
might  be  apt  to  picture  out  with  the  il- 
lusions of  their  fancies;  but  I  would 
cautiously  receive  his  account  of  his  im- 
mediate neighbors,  and  of  those  nations 
with  which  he  is  in  habits  of  most  fre- 
quent intercourse.  However  I  might  be 
disposed  to  trust  his  probity,  I  dare  not 
trust  his  prejudices. 

It  has  been  also  the  peculiar  lot  of  our 
country  to  be  visited  by  the  worst  kind 
of  English  travellers.  While  men  of 
philosophical  spirit  and  cultivated  minds 
have  been  sent  from  England  to  ransack 
the  poles,  to  penetrate  the  deserts,  and 
to  study  the  manners  and  customs  of 
barbarous  nations,  with  which  she  can 
have  no  permanent  intercourse  of  profit 
or  pleasure;  it  has  been  left  to  the 
broken-down  tradesman,  the  scheming 
adventurer,  the  wandering  mechanic, 
the  Manchester  and  Birmingham  agent, 
to  be  her  oracles  respecting  America. 
From  such  sources  she  is  content  to  re- 
ceive her  information  respecting  a  coun- 
try in  a  singular  state  of  moral  and  physi- 
cal development;  a  country  in  which  one 


of  the  greatest  political  experiments  in 
the  history  of  the  world  is  now  perform- 
ing; and  which  presents  the  most  pro- 
found and  momentous  studies  to  the 
statesman  and  the  philosopher. 

That  such  men  should  give  prejudicial 
accounts  of  America  is  not  a  matter  of 
surprise.  The  themes  it  offers  for  con- 
templation are  too  vast  and  elevated  for 
their  capacities.  The  national  character  is 
yet  in  a  state  of  fermentation;  it  may 
have  its  frothiness  and  sediment,  but  its 
ingredients  are  sound  and  wholesome;  it 
has  already  given  proofs  of  powerful  and 
generous  qualities;  and  the  whole  prom- 
ises to  settle  down  into  something  sub- 
stantially excellent.  But  the  causes  which 
are  operating  to  strengthen  and  ennoble 
it,  and  its  daily  indications  of  admirable 
properties,  are  all  lost  upon  these  pur- 
blind observers;  who  are  only  affected 
by  the  little  asperities  incident  to  its 
present  situation.  They  are  capable  of 
judging  only  of  the  surface  of  things; 
of  those  matters  which  come  in  contact 
with  their  private  interests  and  personal 
gratifications.  They  miss  some  of  the 
snug  conveniences  and  petty  comforts 
which  belong  to  an  old,  highly-finished, 
and  over-populous  state  of  society; 
where  the  ranks  of  useful  labor  are 
crowded,  and  many  earn  a  painful  and 
servile  subsistence  by  studying  the  very 
caprices  of  appetite  and  self-indulgence. 
These  minor  comforts,  however,  are  all- 
important  in  the  estimation  of  narrow 
minds;  which  either  do  not  perceive,  or 
will  not  acknowledge,  that  they  are  more 
than  counterbalanced  among  us  by  great 
and  generally  diffused  blessings. 

They  may,  perhaps,  have  been  disap- 
pointed in  some  unreasonable  expecta- 
tion of  sudden  gain.  They  may  have  pic- 
tured America  to  themselves  an  El 
Dorado,  where  gold  and  silver  abounded, 
and  the  natives  were  lacking  in  sagacity; 
and  where  they  were  to  become  strange- 
ly and  suddenly  rich,  in  some  unfore- 
seen, but  easy  manner.  The  same  weak- 
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ness  of  mind  that  indulges  absurd 
expectations  produces  petulance  in  dis- 
appointment. Such  persons  become  em- 
bittered against  the  country  on  finding 
that  there,  as  everywhere  else,  a  man 
must  sow  before  he  can  reap;  must  win 
wealth  by  industry  and  talent;  and  must 
contend  with  the  common  difficulties  of 
nature,  and  the  shrewdness  of  an  intelli- 
gent and  enterprising  people. 

Perhaps,  through  mistaken,  or  ill-di- 
rected hospitality,  or  from  the  prompt 
disposition  to  cheer  and  countenance  the 
stranger,  prevalent  among  my  country- 
men, they  may  have  been  treated  with 
unwonted  respect  in  America;  and  hav- 
ing been  accustomed  all  their  lives  to 
consider  themselves  below  the  surface  of 
good  society,  and  brought  up  in  a  servile 
feeling  of  inferiority,  they  become  ar- 
rogant on  the  common  boon  of  civility: 
they  attribute  to  the  lowliness  of  others 
their  own  elevation;  and  underrate  a  so- 
ciety where  there  are  no  artificial  dis- 
tinctions, and  where,  by  any  chance, 
such  individuals  as  themselves  can  rise 
to  consequence. 

One  would  suppose,  however,  that  in- 
formation coming  from  such  sources,  on 
a  subject  where  the  truth  is  so  desirable, 
would  be  received  with  caution  by  the 
censors  of  the  press;  that  the  motives  of 
these  men,  their  veracity,  their  oppor- 
tunities of  inquiry  and  observation,  and 
their  capacities  for  judging  correctly, 
would  be  rigorously  scrutinized  before 
their  evidence  was  admitted,  in  such 
sweeping  extent,  against  a  kindred  na- 
tion. The  very  reverse,  however,  is  the 
case,  and  it  furnishes  a  striking  instance 
of  human  inconsistency.  Nothing  can  sur- 
pass the  vigilance  with  which  English 
critics  will  examine  the  credibility  of  the 
traveller  who  publishes  an  account  of 
some  distant,  and  comparatively  unim- 
portant, country.  How  warily  will  they 
compare  the  measurements  of  a  pyramid, 
or  the  description  of  a  ruin;  and  how 
sternly  will  they  censure  any  inaccuracy 


in  these  contributions  of  merely  curious 
knowledge:  while  they  will  receive,  with 
eagerness  and  unhesitating  faith,  the 
gross  misrepresentations  of  coarse  and 
obscure  writers,  concerning  a  country 
with  which  their  own  is  placed  in  the 
most  important  and  delicate  relations. 
Nay,  they  will  even  make  these  apocry- 
phal volumes  textbooks,  on  which  to  en- 
large with  a  zeal  and  an  ability  worthy 
of  a  more  generous  cause. 

I  shall  not,  however,  dwell  on  this  irk- 
some and  hackneyed  topic;  nor  should  I 
have  adverted  to  it,  but  for  the  undue  in- 
terest apparently  taken  in  it  by  my  coun- 
trymen, and  certain  injurious  effects 
which  I  apprehend  it  might  produce 
upon  the  national  feeling.  We  attach  too 
much  consequence  to  these  attacks.  They 
cannot  do  us  any  essential  injury.  The 
tissue  of  misrepresentations  attempted  to 
be  woven  round  us  are  like  cobwebs 
woven  round  the  limbs  of  an  infant 
giant.  Our  country  continually  outgrows 
them.  One  falsehood  after  another  falls 
off  of  itself.  We  have  but  to  live  on,  and 
every  day  we  live  a  whole  volume  of 
refutation.  All  the  writers  of  England 
united,  if  we  could  for  a  moment  sup- 
pose their  great  minds  stooping  to  so  un- 
worthy a  combination,  could  not  con- 
ceal our  rapidly  growing  importance, 
and  matchless  prosperity.  They  could 
not  conceal  that  these  are  owing,  not 
merely  to  physical  and  local,  but  also  to 
moral  causes — to  the  political  liberty,  the 
general  diffusion  of  knowledge,  the 
prevalence  of  sound  moral  and  religious 
principles,  which  give  force  and  sus- 
tained energy  to  the  character  of  a  peo- 
ple; and  which,  in  fact,  have  been  the 
acknowledged  and  wonderful  supporters 
of  their  own  national  power  and  glory. 

But  why  are  we  so  exquisitely  alive  to 
the  aspersions  of  England?  Why  do  we 
suffer  ourselves  to  be  so  affected  by  the 
contumely  she  has  endeavored  to  cast 
upon  us?  It  is  not  in  the  opinion  of  Eng- 
land alone  that  honor  lives,  and  reputa- 
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tion  has  its  being.  The  world  at  large  is 
the  arbiter  of  a  nation's  fame;  with  its 
thousand  eyes  it  witnesses  a  nation's 
deeds,  and  from  their  collective  testi- 
mony is  national  glory  or  national  dis- 
grace established. 

For  ourselves,  therefore,  it  is  compara- 
tively of  but  little  importance  whether 
England  does  us  justice  or  not;  it  is,  per- 
haps, of  far  more  importance  to  herself. 
She  is  instilling  anger  and  resentment 
into  the  bosom  of  a  youthful  nation,  to 
grow  with  its  growth  and  strengthen 
with  its  strength.  If  in  America,  as  some 
of  her  writers  are  laboring  to  convince 
her,  she  is  hereafter  to  find  an  invidious 
rival,  and  a  gigantic  foe,  she  may  thank 
those  very  writers  for  having  provoked 
rivalship  and  irritated  hostility.  Every 
one  knows  the  all-pervading  influence  of 
literature  at  the  present  day,  and  how 
much  the  opinions  and  passions  of  man- 
kind are  under  its  control.  The  mere  con- 
tests of  the  sword  are  temporary;  their 
wounds  are  but  in  the  flesh,  and  it  is  the 
pride  of  the  generous  to  forgive  and  for- 
get them;  but  the  slanders  of  the  pen 
pierce  to  the  heart;  they  rankle  longest 
in  the  noblest  spirits;  they  dwell  ever 
present  in  the  mind,  and  render  it  mor- 
bidly sensitive  to  the  most  trifling  col- 
lision. It  is  but  seldom  that  any  one  overt 
act  produces  hostilities  between  two  na- 
tions; there  exists,  most  commonly,  a 
previous  jealousy  and  ill-will;  a  predis- 
position to  take  offence.  Trace  these  to 
their  cause,  and  how  often  will  they  be 
found  to  originate  in  the  mischievous  ef- 
fusions of  mercenary  writers;  who,  se- 
cure in  their  closets,  and  for  ignominious 
bread,  concoct  and  circulate  the  venom 
that  is  to  inflame  the  generous  and  the 
brave. 

I  am  not  laying  too  much  stress  upon 
this  point;  for  it  applies  most  emphati- 
cally to  our  particular  case.  Over  no  na- 
tion does  the  press  hold  a  more  absolute 
control  than  over  the  people  of  America; 
for  the  universal  education  of  the  poorest 


classes  makes  every  individual  a  reader. 
There  is  nothing  published  in  England 
on  the  subject  of  our  country  that  does 
not  circulate  through  every  part  of  it. 
There  is  not  a  calumny  dropped  from 
English  pen,  nor  an  unworthy  sarcasm 
uttered  by  an  English  statesman,  that 
does  not  go  to  blight  good-will,  and  add 
to  the  mass  of  latent  resentment.  Possess- 
ing, then,  as  England  does,  the  fountain- 
head  whence  the  literature  of  the  lan- 
guage flows,  how  completely  is  it  in  her 
power,  and  how  truly  is  it  her  duty,  to 
make  it  the  medium  of  amiable  and  mag- 
nanimous feeling — a  stream  where  the 
two  nations  might  meet  together,  and 
drink  in  peace  and  kindness.  Should  she, 
however,  persist  in  turning  it  to  waters 
of  bitterness,  the  time  may  come  when 
she  may  repent  her  folly.  The  present 
friendship  of  America  may  be  of  but  lit- 
tle moment  to  her;  but  the  future  des- 
tinies of  that  country  do  not  admit  of  a 
doubt;  over  those  of  England  there  lower 
some  shadows  of  uncertainty.  Should, 
then,  a  day  of  gloom  arrive;  should  those 
reverses  overtake  her,  from  which  the 
proudest  empires  have  not  been  exempt; 
she  may  look  back  with  regret  at  her  in- 
fatuation, in  repulsing  from  her  side  a 
nation  she  might  have  grappled  to  her 
bosom,  and  thus  destroying  her  only 
chance  for  real  friendship  beyond  the 
boundaries  of  her  own  dominions. 

There  is  a  general  impression  in  Eng- 
land, that  the  people  of  the  United  States 
are  inimical  to  the  parent  country.  It  is 
one  of  the  errors  which  have  been  dili- 
gently propagated  by  designing  writers. 
There  is,  doubtiess,  considerable  political 
hostility,  and  a  general  soreness  at  the 
illiberality  of  the  English  press;  but,  gen- 
erally speaking,  the  prepossessions  of  the 
people  are  strongly  in  favor  of  England. 
Indeed,  at  one  time  they  amounted,  in 
many  parts  of  the  Union,  to  an  absurd 
degree  of  bigotry.  The  bare  name  of 
Englishman  was  a  passport  to  the  con- 
fidence and  hospitality  of  every  family, 
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and  too  often  gave  a  transient  currency 
to  the  worthless  and  the  ungrateful. 
Throughout  the  country  there  was  some- 
thing of  enthusiasm  connected  with  the 
idea  of  England.  We  looked  to  it  with  a 
hallowed  feeling  of  tenderness  and  ven- 
eration, as  the  land  of  our  forefathers — 
the  august  repository  of  the  monuments 
and  antiquities  of  our  race — the  birth- 
place and  mausoleum  of  the  sages  and 
heroes  of  our  paternal  history.  After  our 
own  country,  there  was  none  in  whose 
glory  we  more  delighted — none  whose 
good  opinion  we  were  more  anxious  to 
possess — none  toward  which  our  hearts 
yearned  with  such  throbbings  of  warm 
consanguinity.  Even  during  the  late  war, 
whenever  there  was  the  least  opportun- 
ity for  kind  feelings  to  spring  forth,  it 
was  the  delight  of  the  generous  spirits  of 
our  country  to  show  that,  in  the  midst  of 
hostilities,  they  still  kept  alive  the  sparks 
of  future  friendship. 

Is  all  this  to  be  at  an  end?  Is  this 
golden  band  of  kindred  sympathies,  so 
rare  between  nations,  to  be  broken  for- 
ever?— Perhaps  it  is  for  the  best — it  may 
dispel  an  illusion  which  might  have  kept 
us  in  mental  vassalage;  which  might 
have  interfered  occasionally  with  our 
true  interests,  and  prevented  the  growth 
of  proper  national  pride.  But  it  is  hard  to 
give  up  the  kindred  tie!  and  there  are 
feelings  dearer  than  interest — closer  to 
the  heart  than  pride — that  will  still  make 
us  cast  back  a  look  of  regret,  as  we  wan- 
der farther  and  farther  from  the  paternal 
roof,  and  lament  the  waywardness  of  the 
parent  that  would  repel  the  affections  of 
the  child. 

Short-sighted  and  injudicious,  how- 
ever, as  the  conduct  of  England  may  be 
in  this  system  of  aspersion,  recrimina- 
tion on  our  part  would  be  equally  ill- 
judged.  I  speak  not  of  a  prompt  and 
spirited  vindication  of  our  country,  nor 
the  keenest  castigation  of  her  slanderers 
— but  I  allude  to  a  disposition  to  re- 
taliate in  kind;  to  retort  sarcasm,  and  in- 
spire   prejudice;    which    seems    to    be 


spreading  widely  among  our  writers.  I,et 
us  guard  particularly  against  such  a 
temper,  for  it  would  double  the  evil  in- 
stead of  redressing  the  wrong.  Nothing 
is  so  easy  and  inviting  as  the  retort  of 
abuse  and  sarcasm;  but  it  is  a  paltry  and 
an  unprofitable  contest.  It  is  the  alterna- 
tive of  a  morbid  mind,  fretted  into  petu- 
lance, rather  than  warmed  into  indigna- 
tion. If  England  is  willing  to  permit  the 
mean  jealousies  of  trade,  or  the  rancorous 
animosities  of  politics,  to  deprave  the 
integrity  of  her  press,  and  poison  the 
fountain  of  public  opinion,  let  us  beware 
of  her  example.  She  may  deem  it  her 
interest  to  diffuse  error,  and  engender 
antipathy,  for  the  purpose  of  checking 
emigration;  we  have  no  purpose  of  the 
kind  to  serve.  Neither  have  we  any  spirit 
of  national  jealousy  to  gratify,  for  as  yet, 
in  all  our  rivalships  with  England,  we 
are  the  rising  and  the  gaining  party. 
There  can  be  no  end  to  answer,  there- 
fore, but  the  gratification  of  resentment 
— a  mere  spirit  of  retaliation;  and  even 
that  is  impotent.  Our  retorts  are  never 
republished  in  England;  they  fall  short, 
therefore,  of  their  aim;  but  they  foster  a 
querulous  and  peevish  temper  among 
our  writers;  they  sour  the  sweet  flow  of 
our  early  literature,  and  sow  thorns  and 
brambles  among  its  blossoms.  What  is 
still  worse,  they  circulate  through  our 
own  country,  and,  as  far  as  they  have 
effect,  excite  virulent  national  prejudices. 
This  last  is  the  evil  most  especially  to  be 
deprecated.  Governed,  as  we  are,  en- 
tirely by  public  opinion,  the  utmost  care 
should  be  taken  to  preserve  the  purity 
of  the  public  mind.  Knowledge  is  power, 
and  truth  is  knowledge;  whoever,  there- 
fore, knowingly  propagates  a  prejudice, 
wilfully  saps  the  foundation  of  his  coun- 
try's strength. 

The  members  of  a  republic,  above  all 
other  men,  should  be  candid  and  dis- 
passionate. They  are,  individually,  por- 
tions of  the  sovereign  mind  and  sover- 
eign will,  and  should  be  enabled  to  come 
to  all  questions  of  national  concern  with 
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calm  and  unbiased  judgments.  From  the 
peculiar  nature  of  our  relations  with 
England,  we  must  have  more  frequent 
questions  of  a  difficult  and  delicate  char- 
acter with  her  than  with  any  other  na- 
tion; questions  that  affect  the  most  acute 
and  excitable  feelings;  and  as,  in  the  ad- 
justment of  these,  our  national  measures 
must  ultimately  be  determined  by  popu- 
lar sentiment,  we  cannot  be  too  anxiously 
attentive  to  purify  it  from  all  latent  pas- 
sion or  prepossession. 

Opening,  too,  as  we  do,  an  asylum  for 
strangers  from  every  portion  of  the  earth, 
we  should  receive  all  with  impartiality. 
It  should  be  our  pride  to  exhibit  an 
example  of  one  nation,  at  least,  destitute 
of  national  antipathies,  and  exercising 
not  merely  the  overt  acts  of  hospitality, 
but  those  more  rare  and  noble  courtesies 
which  spring  from  liberality  of  opinion. 

What  have  we  to  do  with  national 
prejudices?  They  are  the  inveterate  dis- 
eases of  old  countries,  contracted  in 
rude  and  ignorant  ages,  when  nations 
knew  but  little  of  each  other,  and  looked 
beyond  their  own  boundaries  with  dis- 
trust and  hostility.  We,  on  the  contrary, 
have  sprung  into  national  existence  in  an 
enlightened  and  philosophic  age,  when 
the  different  parts  of  the  habitable 
world,  and  the  various  branches  of  the 
human  family,  have  been  indefatigably 
studied  and  made  known  to  each  other; 
and  we  forego  the  advantages  of  our 
birth,  if  we  do  not  shake  off  the  national 
prejudices,  as  we  would  the  local  super- 
stitions, of  the  old  world. 

But  above  all  let  us  not  be  influenced 
by  any  angry  feelings,  so  far  as  to  shut 
our  eyes  to  the  perception  of  what  is 
really  excellent  and  amiable  in  the  Eng- 
lish character.  We  are  a  young  people, 
necessarily  an  imitative  one,  and  must 
take  our  examples  and  models,  in  a  great 
degree,  from  the  existing  nations  of  Eu- 
rope. There  is  no  country  more  worthy 
of  our  study  than  England.  The  spirit  of 
her  constitution  is  most  analogous  to 
ours.  The  manners  of  her  people — their 


intellectual  activity — their  freedom  of 
opinion — their  habits  of  thinking  on 
those  subjects  which  concern  the  dearest 
interests  and  most  sacred  charities  of 
private  life,  are  all  congenial  to  the 
American  character;  and,  in  fact,  are  all 
intrinsically  excellent;  for  it  is  in  the 
moral  feeling  of  the  people  that  the  deep 
foundations  of  British  prosperity  are 
laid;  and  however  the  superstructure 
may  be  time-worn,  or  overrun  by  abuses, 
there  must  be  something  solid  in  the 
basis,  admirable  in  the  materials,  and 
stable  in  the  structure  of  an  edifice  that 
so  long  has  towered  unshaken  amidst  the 
tempests  of  the  world. 

Let  it  be  the  pride  of  our  writers, 
therefore,  discarding  all  feelings  of  ir- 
ritation, and  disdaining  to  retaliate  the 
illiberality  of  British  authors,  to  speak  of 
the  English  nation  without  prejudice, 
and  with  determined  candor.  While  they 
rebuke  the  indiscriminating  bigotry  with 
which  some  of  our  countrymen  admire 
and  imitate  everything  English,  merely 
because  it  is  English,  let  them  frankly 
point  out  what  is  really  worthy  of  ap- 
probation. We  may  thus  place  England 
before  us  as  a  perpetual  volume  of  refer- 
ence, wherein  are  recorded  sound  de- 
ductions from  ages  of  experience;  and 
while  we  avoid  the  errors  and  absurdities 
which  may  have  crept  into  the  page,  we 
may  draw  thence  golden  maxims  of  prac- 
tical wisdom,  wherewith  to  strengthen 
and  to  embellish  our  national  character. 


Ralph  Waldo  Emerson 
*  1803-1882 


Not  only  was  the  generation  of  Ralph 
Waldo  Emerson  set  to  fresh  resolution 
by  this  address  delivered  at  his  Alma 
Mater  sixteen  years  after  his  graduation; 
many  men  since  have  found  it  to  contain 
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fundamental  statements  about  the  im- 
portance and  responsibilities  of  man 
thinking.  A  year  later,  Emerson  created 
what  has  been  called  a  "tempest  in  the 
Boston  teapot"  by  another  address,  to 
the  graduates  of  the  Divinity  School  at 
Harvard,  in  which  he  counselled  them 
to  forget  codified  tradition,  even  when 
urged  on  them  by  the  greatest  of  books 
or  teachers,  and  to  look  at  the  world 
about  them  with  their  own  eyes  and  to 
the  truth  revealed  by  their  own  hearts. 
But  the  germ  of  what  he  said  then  and 
of  much  that  he  would  say  afterwards, 
in  a  long  career  as  essayist  and  lecturer, 
was  in  "The  American  Scholar"  or,  most 
completely  sketched  in  the  essay  nature 
which  he  had  published  two  years  be- 
fore and  which  is  too  long  for  an  anthol- 
ogy like  this,  but  which  everyone  who 
would  understand  important  fundamen- 
tals of  American  thought  will  read. 

The  American  Scholar 


PHI  BETA  KAPPA  ADDRESS,  HARVARD,  1837 
MR.  PRESIDENT  AND  GENTLEMEN: 

I  greet  you  on  the  recommencement  of 
our  literary  year.  Our  anniversary  is  one 
of  hope,  and,  perhaps,  not  enough  of 
labor.  We  do  not  meet  for  games  of 
strength  or  skill,  for  the  recitation  of 
histories,  tragedies,  and  odes,  like  the 
ancient  Greeks;  for  parliaments  of  love 
and  poesy,  like  the  Troubadours;  nor  for 
the  advancement  of  science,  like  our 
contemporaries  in  the  British  and  Euro- 
pean capitals.  Thus  far,  our  holiday  has 
been  simply  a  friendly  sign  of  the  sur- 
vival of  the  love  of  letters  amongst  a  peo- 
ple too  busy  to  give  to  letters  any  more. 
As  such  it  is  precious  as  the  sign  of  an 
indestructible  instinct.  Perhaps  the  time 
is  already  come  when  it  ought  to  be,  and 
will  be,  something  else;  when  the  slug- 
gard intellect  of  this  continent  will  look 


from  under  its  iron  lids  and  fill  the  post- 
poned expectation  of  the  world  with 
something  better  than  the  exertions  of 
mechanical  skill.  Our  day  of  depend- 
ence, our  long  apprenticeship  to  the 
learning  of  other  lands,  draws  to  a  close. 
The  millions  that  around  us  are  rushing 
into  life,  cannot  always  be  fed  on  the 
sere  remains  of  foreign  harvests.  Events, 
actions  arise,  that  must  be  sung,  that  will 
sing  themselves.  Who  can  doubt  that 
poetry  will  revive  and  lead  in  a  new  age, 
as  the  star  in  the  constellation  Harp, 
which  now  flames  in  our  zenith,  astrono- 
mers announce,  shall  one  day  be  the 
pole-star  for  a  thousand  years? 

In  this  hope  I  accept  the  topic  which 
not  only  usage  but  the  nature  of  our  as- 
sociation seem  to  prescribe  to  this  day — 
the  American  scholar.  Year  by  year  we 
come  up  hither  to  read  one  more  chapter 
of  his  biography.  Let  us  inquire  what 
light  new  days  and  events  have  thrown 
on  his  character  and  his  hopes. 

It  is  one  of  those  fables  which  out  of 
an  unknown  antiquity  convey  an  un- 
looked-for wisdom,  that  the  gods,  in  the 
beginning,  divided  Man  into  men,  that 
he  might  be  more  helpful  to  himself; 
just  as  the  hand  was  divided  into  fingers, 
the  better  to  answer  its  end. 

The  old  fable  covers  a  doctrine  ever 
new  and  sublime;  that  there  is  One  Man 
— present  to  all  particular  men  only  par- 
tially, or  through  one  faculty;  and  that 
you  must  take  the  whole  society  to  find 
the  whole  man.  Man  is  not  a  farmer,  or  a 
professor,  or  an  engineer,  but  he  is  all. 
Man  is  priest,  and  scholar,  and  states- 
man, and  producer,  and  soldier.  In  the 
divided  or  social  state  these  functions  are 
parcelled  out  to  individuals,  each  of 
whom  aims  to  do  his  stint  of  the  joint 
work,  whilst  each  other  performs  his. 
The  fable  implies  that  the  individual, 
to  possess  himself,  must  sometimes  re- 
turn from  his  own  labor  to  embrace  all 
the  other  laborers.  But,  unfortunately, 
this  original  unit,  this  fountain  of  power, 
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has  been  so  distributed  to  multitudes, 
has  been  so  minutely  subdivided  and 
peddled  out,  that  it  is  spilled  into  drops, 
and  cannot  be  gathered.  The  state  of  so- 
ciety is  one  in  which  the  members  have 
suffered  amputation  from  the  trunk,  and 
strut  about  so  many  walking  monsters — 
a  good  finger,  a  neck,  a  stomach,  an  el- 
bow, but  never  a  man. 

Man  is  thus  metamorphosed  into  a 
thing,  into  many  things.  The  planter, 
who  is  Man  sent  out  into  the  field  to 
gather  food,  is  seldom  cheered  by  any 
idea  of  the  true  dignity  of  his  ministry. 
He  sees  his  bushel  and  his  cart,  and 
nothing  beyond,  and  sinks  into  the  farm- 
er, instead  of  Man  on  the  farm.  The 
tradesman  scarcely  ever  gives  an  ideal 
worth  to  his  work,  but  is  ridden  by  the 
routine  of  his  craft,  and  the  soul  is  sub- 
ject to  dollars.  The  priest  becomes  a 
form;  the  attorney  a  statute-book;  the 
mechanic  a  machine;  the  sailor  a  rope 
of  the  ship. 

In  this  distribution  of  functions  the 
scholar  is  the  delegated  intellect.  In  the 
right  state  he  is  Man  Thinking.  In  the 
degenerate  state,  when  the  victim  of 
society,  he  tends  to  become  a  mere 
thinker,  or  still  worse,  the  parrot  of  other 
men's  thinking. 

In  this  view  of  him,  as  Man  Thinking, 
the  theory  of  his  office  is  contained.  Him 
Nature  solicits  with  all  her  placid,  all  her 
monitory  pictures;  him  the  past  instructs; 
him  the  future  invites.  Is  not  indeed 
every  man  a  student,  and  do  not  all 
things  exist  for  the  student's  behoof? 
And,  finally,  is  not  the  true  scholar  the 
only  true  master?  But  the  old  oracle 
said,  "All  things  have  two  handles:  be- 
ware of  the  wrong  one."  In  life,  too 
often,  the  scholar  errs  with  mankind  and 
forfeits  his  privilege.  Let  us  see  him  in 
his  school,  and  consider  him  in  reference 
to  the  main  influences  he  receives. 

I.  The  first  in  time  and  the  first  in  im- 
portance of  the  influences  upon  the  mind 


is  that  of  nature.  Every  day,  the  sun; 
and,  after  sunset,  Night  and  her  stars. 
Ever  the  winds  blow;  ever  the  grass 
grows.  Every  day,  men  and  women,  con- 
versing— beholding  and  beholden.  The 
scholar  is  he  of  all  men  whom  this  spec- 
tacle most  engages.  He  must  settle  its 
value  in  his  mind.  What  is  nature  to  him? 
There  is  never  a  beginning,  there  is 
never  an  end,  to  the  inexplicable  con- 
tinuity of  this  web  of  God,  but  always 
circular  power  returning  into  itself. 
Therein  it  resembles  his  own  spirit, 
whose  beginning,  whose  ending,  he 
never  can  find — so  entire,  so  boundless. 
Far  too  as  her  splendors  shine,  system 
on  system  shooting  like  rays,  upward, 
downward,  without  centre,  without  cir- 
cumference— in  the  mass  and  in  the 
particle,  Nature  hastens  to  render  ac- 
count of  herself  to  the  mind.  Classifica- 
tion begins.  To  the  young  mind  every 
thing  is  individual,  stands  by  itself.  By 
and  by,  it  finds  how  to  join  two  things 
and  see  in  them  one  nature;  then  three, 
then  three  thousand;  and  so,  tyrannized 
over  by  its  own  unifying  instinct,  it  goes 
on  tying  things  together,  diminishing 
anomalies,  discovering  roots  running  un- 
der ground  whereby  contrary  and  re- 
mote things  cohere  and  flower  out  from 
one  stem.  It  presently  learns  that  since 
the  dawn  of  history  there  has  been  a 
constant  accumulation  and  classifying  of 
facts.  But  what  is  classification  but  the 
perceiving  that  these  objects  are  not 
chaotic,  and  are  not  foreign,  but  have  a 
law  which  is  also  a  law  of  the  human 
mind?  The  astronomer  discovers  that 
geometry,  a  pure  abstraction  of  the  hu- 
man mind,  is  the  measure  of  planetary 
motion.  The  chemist  finds  proportions 
and  intelligible  method  throughout  mat- 
ter; and  science  is  nothing  but  the  find- 
ing of  analogy,  identity,  in  the  most  re- 
mote parts.  The  ambitious  soul  sits  down 
before  each  refractory  fact;  one  after 
another  reduces  all  strange  constitutions, 
all  new  powers,  to  their  class  and  their 
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law,  and  goes  on  forever  to  animate  the 
last  fibre  of  organization,  the  outskirts 
of  nature,  by  insight. 

Thus  to  him,  to  this  schoolboy  under 
the  bending  dome  of  day,  is  suggested 
that  he  and  it  proceed  from  one  root;  one 
is  leaf  and  one  is  flower;  relation,  sym- 
pathy, stirring  in  every  vein.  And  what 
is  that  root?  Is  not  that  the  soul  of  his 
soul?  A  thought  too  bold;  a  dream  too 
wild.  Yet  when  this  spiritual  light  shall 
have  revealed  the  law  of  more  earthly 
natures — when  he  has  learned  to  wor- 
ship the  soul,  and  to  see  that  the  natural 
philosophy  that  now  is,  is  only  the  first 
gropings  of  its  gigantic  hand,  he  shall 
look  forward  to  an  ever  expanding 
knowledge  as  to  a  becoming  creator.  He 
shall  see  that  nature  is  the  opposite  of 
the  soul,  answering  to  it  part  for  part. 
One  is  seal  and  one  is  print.  Its  beauty 
is  the  beauty  of  his  own  mind.  Its  laws 
are  the  laws  of  his  own  mind.  Nature 
then  becomes  to  him  the  measure  of  his 
attainments.  So  much  of  nature  as  he  is 
ignorant  of,  so  much  of  his  own  mind 
does  he  not  yet  possess.  And,  in  fine,  the 
ancient  precept,  "Know  thyself,"  and  the 
modern  precept,  "Study  nature,"  become 
at  last  one  maxim. 

II.  The  next  great  influence  into  the 
spirit  of  the  scholar  is  the  mind  of  the 
Past — in  whatever  form,  whether  of 
literature,  of  art,  of  institutions,  that 
mind  is  inscribed.  Books  are  the  best 
type  of  the  influence  of  the  past,  and 
perhaps  we  shall  get  at  the  truth — learn 
the  amount  of  this  influence  more  con- 
veniently— by  considering  their  value 
alone. 

The  theory  of  books  is  noble.  The 
scholar  of  the  first  age  received  into  him 
the  world  around;  brooded  thereon;  gave 
it  the  new  arrangement  of  his  own  mind, 
and  uttered  it  again.  It  came  into  him 
life;  it  went  out  from  him  truth.  It  came 
to  him  short-lived  actions;  it  went  out 
from  him  immortal  thoughts.  It  came 
to  him  business;  it  went  from  him  po- 


etry. It  was  dead  fact;  now,  it  is  quick 
thought.  It  can  stand,  and  it  can  go.  It 
now  endures,  it  now  flies,  it  now  inspires. 
Precisely  in  proportion  to  the  depth  of 
mind  from  which  it  issued,  so  high  does 
it  soar,  so  long  does  it  sing. 

Or,  I  might  say,  it  depends  on  how  far 
the  process  had  gone,  of  transmuting  life 
into  truth.  In  proportion  to  the  complete- 
ness of  the  distillation,  so  will  the  purity 
and  imperishableness  of  the  product  be. 
But  none  is  quite  perfect.  As  no  air- 
pump  can  by  any  means  make  a  perfect 
vacuum,  so  neither  can  any  artist  en- 
tirely exclude  the  conventional,  the  local, 
the  perishable  from  his  book,  or  write  a 
book  of  pure  thought,  that  shall  be  as 
efficient,  in  all  respects,  to  a  remote  pos- 
terity, as  to  contemporaries,  or  rather  to 
the  second  age.  Each  age,  it  is  found, 
must  write  its  own  books;  or  rather,  each 
generation  for  the  next  succeeding.  The 
books  of  an  older  period  will  not  fit  this. 

Yet  hence  arises  a  grave  mischief.  The 
sacredness  which  attaches  to  the  act  of 
creation,  the  act  of  thought,  is  trans- 
ferred to  the  record.  The  poet  chanting 
was  felt  to  be  a  divine  man:  henceforth 
the  chant  is  divine  also.  The  writer  was 
a  just  and  wise  spirit:  henceforward  it  is 
settled  the  book  is  perfect;  as  love  of  the 
hero  corrupts  into  worship  of  his  statue. 
Instantly  the  book  becomes  noxious:  the 
guide  is  a  tyrant.  The  sluggish  and  per- 
verted mind  of  the  multitude,  slow  to 
open  to  the  incursions  of  Reason,  having 
once  so  opened,  having  once  received 
this  book,  stands  upon  it,  and  makes  an 
outcry  if  it  is  disparaged.  Colleges  are 
built  on  it.  Books  are  written  on  it  by 
thinkers,  not  by  Man  Thinking;  by  men 
of  talent,  that  is,  who  start  wrong,  who 
set  out  from  accepted  dogmas,  not  from 
their  own  sight  of  principles.  Meek 
young  men  grow  up  in  libraries,  believ- 
ing it  their  duty  to  accept  the  views 
which  Cicero,  which  Locke,  which 
Bacon,  have  given;  forgetful  that  Cicero, 
Locke,  and  Bacon  were  only  young  men 
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in  libraries  when  they  wrote  these  books. 

Hence,  instead  of  Man  Thinking,  we 
have  the  bookworm.  Hence  the  book- 
learned  class,  who  value  books,  as  such; 
not  as  related  to  nature  and  the  human 
constitution,  but  as  making  a  sort  of 
Third  Estate  with  the  world  and  the 
soul.  Hence  the  restorers  of  readings,  the 
emendators,  the  bibliomaniacs  of  all  de- 
grees. 

Books  are  the  best  of  things,  well 
used;  abused,  among  the  worst.  What  is 
the  right  use?  What  is  the  one  end 
which  all  means  go  to  effect?  They  are 
for  nothing  but  to  inspire.  I  had  better 
never  see  a  book  than  to  be  warped  by 
its  attraction  clean  out  of  my  own  orbit, 
and  made  a  satellite  instead  of  a  system. 
The  one  thing  in  the  world,  of  value,  is 
the  active  soul.  This  every  man  is  en- 
titled to;  this  every  man  contains  within 
him,  although  in  almost  all  men  ob- 
structed and  as  yet  unborn.  The  soul 
active  sees  absolute  truth  and  utters 
truth,  or  creates.  In  this  action  it  is  gen- 
ius; not  the  privilege  of  here  and  there  a 
favorite,  but  the  sound  estate  of  every 
man.  In  its  essence  it  is  progressive.  The 
book,  the  college,  the  school  of  art,  the 
institution  of  any  kind,  stop  with  some 
past  utterance  of  genius.  This  is  good, 
say  they — let  us  hold  by  this.  They  pin 
me  down.  They  look  backward  and  not 
forward.  But  genius  looks  forward:  the 
eyes  of  man  are  set  in  his  forehead,  not 
in  his  hindhead:  man  hopes:  genius 
creates.  Whatever  talents  may  be,  if  the 
man  create  not,  the  pure  efflux  of  the 
Deity  is  not  his;  cinders  and  smoke  there 
may  be,  but  not  yet  flame.  There  are 
creative  manners,  there  are  creative  ac- 
tions, and  creative  words;  manners,  ac- 
tions, words,  that  is,  indicative  of  no 
custom  or  authority,  but  springing  spon- 
taneous from  the  mind's  own  sense  of 
good  and  fair. 

On  the  other  part,  instead  of  being  its 
own  seer,  let  it  receive  from  another 
mind  its  truth,  though  it  were  in  torrents 


of  light,  without  periods  of  solitude,  in- 
quest, and  self-discovery,  and  a  fatal 
disservice  is  done.  Genius  is  always  suf- 
ficiently the  enemy  of  genius  by  over- 
influence.  The  literature  of  every  nation 
bears  me  witness.  The  English  dramatic 
poets  have  Shakespearized  now  for  two 
hundred  years. 

Undoubtedly  there  is  a  right  way  of 
reading,  so  it  be  sternly  subordinated. 
Man  Thinking  must  not  be  subdued  by 
his  instruments.  Books  are  for  the 
scholar's  idle  times.  When  he  can  read 
God  directly,  the  hour  is  too  precious  to 
be  wasted  in  other  men's  transcripts  of 
their  readings.  But  when  the  intervals 
of  darkness  come,  as  come  they  must — 
when  the  sun  is  hid  and  the  stars  with- 
draw their  shining — we  repair  to  the 
lamps  which  were  kindled  by  their  ray, 
to  guide  our  steps  to  the  East  again, 
where  the  dawn  is.  We  hear,  that  we 
may  speak.  The  Arabian  proverb  says, 
"A  fig  tree,  looking  on  a  fig  tree,  be- 
cometh  fruitful." 

It  is  remarkable,  the  character  of  the 
pleasure  we  derive  from  the  best  books. 
They  impress  us  with  the  conviction  that 
one  nature  wrote  and  the  same  reads. 
We  read  the  verses  of  one  of  the  great 
English  poets,  of  Chaucer,  of  Marvell, 
of  Dryden,  with  the  most  modern  joy — 
with  a  pleasure,  I  mean,  which  is  in  great 
part  caused  by  the  abstraction  of  all  time 
from  their  verses.  There  is  some  awe 
mixed  with  the  joy  of  our  surprise,  when 
this  poet,  who  lived  in  some  past  world, 
two  or  three  hundred  years  ago,  says 
that  which  lies  close  to  my  own  soul, 
that  which  I  also  had  well-nigh  thought 
and  said.  But  for  the  evidence  thence 
afforded  to  the  philosophical  doctrine  of 
the  identity  of  all  minds,  we  should  sup- 
pose some  preestablished  harmony,  some 
foresight  of  souls  that  were  to  be,  and 
some  preparation  of  stores  for  their  fu- 
ture wants,  like  the  fact  observed  in  in- 
sects, who  lay  up  food  before  death  for 
the  young  grub  they  shall  never  see. 
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I  would  not  be  hurried  by  any  love  of 
system,  by  any  exaggeration  of  instincts, 
to  underrate  the  Book.  We  all  know,  that 
as  the  human  body  can  be  nourished  on 
any  food,  though  it  were  boiled  grass 
and  the  broth  of  shoes,  so  the  human 
mind  can  be  fed  by  any  knowledge.  And 
great  and  heroic  men  have  existed  who 
had  almost  no  other  information  than 
by  the  printed  page.  I  only  would  say 
that  it  needs  a  strong  head  to  bear  that 
diet.  One  must  be  an  inventor  to  read 
well.  As  the  proverb  says,  "He  that 
would  bring  home  the  wealth  of  the 
Indies,  must  carry  out  the  wealth  of  the 
Indies."  There  is  then  creative  reading 
as  well  as  creative  writing.  When  the 
mind  is  braced  by  labor  and  invention, 
the  page  of  whatever  book  we  read  be- 
comes luminous  with  manifold  allusion. 
Every  sentence  is  doubly  significant,  and 
the  sense  of  our  author  is  as  broad  as  the 
world.  We  then  see,  what  is  always  true, 
that  as  the  seer's  hour  of  vision  is  short 
and  rare  among  heavy  days  and  months, 
so  is  its  record,  perchance,  the  least  part 
of  his  volume.  The  discerning  will  read, 
in  his  Plato  or  Shakespeare,  only  that 
least  part — -only  the  authentic  utterances 
of  the  oracles;  all  the  rest  he  rejects, 
were  it  never  so  many  times  Plato's  and 
Shakespeare's. 

Of  course  there  is  a  portion  of  reading 
quite  indispensable  to  a  wise  man.  His- 
tory and  exact  science  he  must  learn  by 
laborious  reading.  Colleges,  in  like  man- 
ner, have  their  indispensable  office — to 
teach  elements.  But  they  can  only  highly 
serve  us  when  they  aim  not  to  drill,  but 
to  create;  when  they  gather  from  far 
every  ray  of  various  genius  to  their  hos- 
pitable halls,  and  by  the  concentrated 
fires,  set  the  hearts  of  their  youth  on 
flame.  Thought  and  knowledge  are  na- 
tures in  which  apparatus  and  pretension 
avail  nothing.  Gowns  and  pecuniary 
foundations,  though  of  towns  of  gold, 
can  never  countervail  the  least  sentence 
or  syllable  of  wit.  Forget  this,  and  our 


American  colleges  will  recede  in  their 
public  importance,  whilst  they  grow 
richer  every  year. 

III.  There  goes  in  the  world  a  notion 
that  the  scholar  should  be  a  recluse,  a 
valetudinarian — as  unfit  for  any  handi- 
work or  public  labor  as  a  penknife  for  an 
axe.  The  so-called  "practical  men"  sneer 
at  speculative  men,  as  if,  because  they 
speculate  or  see,  they  could  do  nothing. 
I  have  heard  it  said  that  the  clergy — who 
are  always,  more  universally  than  any 
other  class,  the  scholars  of  their  day — 
are  addressed  as  women;  that  the  rough, 
spontaneous  conversation  of  men  they  do 
not  hear,  but  only  a  mincing  and  diluted 
speech.  They  are  often  virtually  disfran- 
chised; and  indeed  there  are  advocates 
for  their  celibacy.  As  far  as  this  is  true 
of  the  studious  classes,  it  is  not  just  and 
wise.  Action  is  with  the  scholar  subordi- 
nate, but  it  is  essential.  Without  it  he  is 
not  yet  man.  Without  it  thought  can 
never  ripen  into  truth.  Whilst  the  world 
hangs  before  the  eye  as  a  cloud  of 
beauty,  we  cannot  even  see  its  beauty. 
Inaction  is  cowardice,  but  there  can  be 
no  scholar  without  the  heroic  mind.  The 
preamble  of  thought,  the  transition 
through  which  it  passes  from  the  uncon- 
scious to  the  conscious,  is  action.  Only 
so  much  do  I  know,  as  I  have  lived.  In- 
stantly we  know  whose  words  are  loaded 
with  life,  and  whose  not. 

The  world — this  shadow  of  the  soul, 
or  other  me — lies  wide  around.  Its  at- 
tractions are  the  keys  which  unlock  my 
thoughts  and  make  me  acquainted  with 
myself.  I  run  eagerly  into  this  resound- 
ing tumult.  I  grasp  the  hands  of  those 
next  me,  and  take  my  place  in  the  ring 
to  suffer  and  to  work,  taught  by  an  in- 
stinct that  so  shall  the  dumb  abyss  be 
vocal  with  speech.  I  pierce  its  order;  I 
dissipate  its  fear;  I  dispose  of  it  within 
the  circuit  of  my  expanding  life.  So 
much  only  of  life  as  I  know  by  experi- 
ence, so  much  of  the  wilderness  have  I 
vanquished  and  planted,  or  so  far  have 
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I  extended  my  being,  my  dominion.  I  do 
not  see  how  any  man  can  afford,  for  the 
sake  of  his  nerves  and  his  nap,  to  spare 
any  action  in  which  he  can  partake.  It  is 
pearls  and  rubies  to  his  discourse.  Drudg- 
ery, calamity,  exasperation,  want,  are  in- 
structors in  eloquence  and  wisdom.  The 
true  scholar  grudges  every  opportunity 
of  action  past  by,  as  a  loss  of  power.  It 
is  the  raw  material  out  of  which  the  in- 
tellect moulds  her  splendid  products.  A 
strange  process  too,  this  by  which  ex- 
perience is  converted  into  thought,  as  a 
mulberry  leaf  is  converted  into  satin.  The 
manufacture  goes  forward  at  all  hours. 

The  actions  and  events  of  our  child- 
hood and  youth  are  now  matters  of  calm- 
est observation.  They  lie  like  fair  pic- 
tures in  the  air.  Not  so  with  our  recent 
actions — with  the  business  which  we 
now  have  in  hand.  On  this  we  are  quite 
unable  to  speculate.  Our  affections  as  yet 
circulate  through  it.  We  no  more  feel  or 
know  it  than  we  feel  the  feet,  or  the 
hand,  or  the  brain  of  our  body.  The  new 
deed  is  yet  a  part  of  life — remains  for  a 
time  immersed  in  our  unconscious  life. 
In  some  contemplative  hour  it  detaches 
itself  from  the  life  like  a  ripe  fruit,  to 
become  a  thought  of  the  mind.  Instantly 
it  is  raised,  transfigured;  the  corruptible 
has  put  on  incorruption.  Henceforth  it  is 
an  object  of  beauty,  however  base  its 
origin  and  neighborhood.  Observe  too 
the  impossibility  of  antedating  this  act. 
In  its  grub  state,  it  cannot  fly,  it  cannot 
shine,  it  is  a  dull  grub.  But  suddenly, 
without  observation,  the  selfsame  thing 
unfurls  beautiful  wings,  and  is  an  angel 
of  wisdom.  So  is  there  no  fact,  no  event, 
in  our  private  history,  which  shall  not, 
sooner  or  later,  lose  its  adhesive,  inert 
form,  and  astonish  us  by  soaring  from 
our  body  into  the  empyrean.  Cradle  and 
infancy,  school  and  playground,  the  fear 
of  boys,  and  dogs,  and  ferrules,  the  love 
of  little  maids  and  berries,  and  many  an- 
other fact  that  once  filled  the  whole  sky, 
are   gone   already;    friend   and   relative, 


profession  and  party,  town  and  country, 
nation  and  world,  must  also  soar  and 
sing. 

Of  course,  he  who  has  put  forth  his 
total  strength  in  fit  actions  has  the  rich- 
est return  of  wisdom.  I  will  not  shut  my- 
self out  of  this  globe  of  action,  and  trans- 
plant an  oak  into  a  flowerpot,  there  to 
hunger  and  pine;  nor  trust  the  revenue 
of  some  single  faculty,  and  exhaust  one 
vein  of  thought,  much  like  those  Savoy- 
ards, who,  getting  their  livelihood  by 
carving  shepherds,  shepherdesses,  and 
smoking  Dutchmen,  for  all  Europe,  went 
out  one  day  to  the  mountain  to  find 
stock,  and  discovered  that  they  had 
whittled  up  the  last  of  their  pine  trees. 
Authors  we  have,  in  numbers,  who  have 
written  out  their  vein,  and  who,  moved 
by  a  commendable  prudence,  sail  for 
Greece  or  Palestine,  follow  the  trapper 
into  the  prairie,  or  ramble  round  Algiers, 
to  replenish  their  merchantable  stock. 

If  it  were  only  for  a  vocabulary,  the 
scholar  would  be  covetous  of  action.  Life 
is  our  dictionary.  Years  are  well  spent  in 
country  labors;  in  town;  in  the  insight 
into  trades  and  manufactures;  in  frank 
intercourse  with  many  men  and  women; 
in  science;  in  art;  to  the  one  end  of 
mastering  in  all  their  facts  a  language 
by  which  to  illustrate  and  embody  our 
perceptions.  I  learn  immediately  from 
any  speaker  how  much  he  has  already 
lived,  through  the  poverty  or  the  splendor 
of  his  speech.  Life  lies  behind  us  as  the 
quarry  from  whence  we  get  tiles  and 
copestones  for  the  masonry  of  to-day. 
This  is  the  way  to  learn  grammar.  Col- 
leges and  books  only  copy  the  language 
which  the  field  and  the  work-yard  made. 

But  the  final  value  of  action,  like  that 
of  books,  and  better  than  books,  is  that 
it  is  a  resource.  That  great  principle  of 
Undulation  in  nature,  that  shows  itself 
in  the  inspiring  and  expiring  of  the 
breath;  in  desire  and  satiety;  in  the  ebb 
and  flow  of  the  sea;  in  day  and  night;  in 
heat  and  cold;  and,  as  yet  more  deeply 
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ingrained  in  every  atom  and  every  fluid, 
is  known  to  us  under  the  name  of  Po- 
larity— these  "fits  of  easy  transmission 
and  reflection,"  as  Newton  called  them, 
are  the  law  of  nature  because  they  are  the 
law  of  spirit. 

The  mind  now  thinks,  now  acts,  and 
each  fit  reproduces  the  other.  When  the 
artist  has  exhausted  his  materials,  when 
the  fancy  no  longer  paints,  when  thoughts 
are  no  longer  apprehended  and  books 
are  a  weariness — he  has  always  the  re- 
sources to  live.  Character  is  higher  than 
intellect.  Thinking  is  the  function.  Liv- 
ing is  the  functionary.  The  stream  re- 
treats to  its  source.  A  great  soul  will  be 
strong  to  live,  as  well  as  strong  to  think. 
Does  he  lack  organ  or  medium  to  impart 
his  truths?  He  can  still  fall  back  on  this 
elemental  force  of  living  them.  This  is 
a  total  act.  Thinking  is  a  partial  act.  Let 
the  grandeur  of  justice  shine  in  his  affairs. 
Let  the  beauty  of  affection  cheer  his 
lowly  roof.  Those  "far  from  fame",  who 
dwell  and  act  with  him,  will  feel  the 
force  of  his  constitution  in  the  doings 
and  passages  of  the  day  better  than  it 
can  be  measured  by  any  public  and  de- 
signed display.  Time  shall  teach  him  that 
the  scholar  loses  no  hour  which  the  man 
lives.  Herein  he  unfolds  the  sacred  germ 
of  his  instinct,  screened  from  influence. 
What  is  lost  in  seemliness  is  gained  in 
strength.  Not  out  of  those  on  whom 
systems  of  education  have  exhausted 
their  culture,  comes  the  helpful  giant  to 
destroy  the  old  or  to  build  the  new,  but 
out  of  unhandselled  savage  nature;  out  of 
terrible  Druids  and  Berserkers  come  at 
last  Alfred  and  Shakespeare. 

I  hear  therefore  with  joy  whatever  is 
beginning  to  be  said  of  the  dignity  and 
necessity  of  labor  to  every  citizen.  There 
is  virtue  yet  in  the  hoe  and  the  spade,  for 
learned  as  well  as  for  unlearned  hands. 
And  labor  is  everywhere  welcome;  al- 
ways we  are  invited  to  work;  only  be  this 
limitation  observed,  that  a  man  shall  not 
for  the  sake  of  wider  activity  sacrifice 


any   opinion   to   the  popular  judgments 
and  modes  of  action. 

I  have  now  spoken  of  the  education  of 
the  scholar  by  nature,  by  books,  and  by 
action.  It  remains  to  say  somewhat  of  his 
duties. 

They  are  such  as  become  Man  Think- 
ing. They  may  all  be  comprised  in  self- 
trust.  The  office  of  the  scholar  is  to  cheer, 
to  raise,  and  to  guide  men  by  showing 
them  facts  admidst  appearances.  He 
plies  the  slow,  unhonored,  and  unpaid 
task  of  observation.  Flamsteed  and  Her- 
schel,  in  their  glazed  observatories,  may 
catalogue  the  stars  with  the  praise  of 
all  men,  and  the  results  being  splendid 
and  useful,  honor  is  sure.  But  he,  in  his 
private  observatory,  cataloguing  obscure 
and  nebulous  stars  of  the  human  mind, 
which  as  yet  no  man  has  thought  of  as 
such — watching  days  and  months  some- 
times for  a  few  facts;  correcting  still  his 
old  records;  must  relinquish  display  and 
immediate  fame.  In  the  long  period  of  his 
preparation  he  must  betray  often  an 
ignorance  and  shiftlessness  in  popular 
arts,  incurring  the  disdain  of  the  able 
who  shoulder  him  aside.  Long  he  must 
stammer  in  his  speech;  often  forego  the 
living  for  the  dead.  Worse  yet,  he  must 
accept — how  often! — poverty  and  sol- 
itude. For  the  ease  and  pleasure  of  tread- 
ing the  old  road,  accepting  the  fashions, 
the  education,  the  religion  of  society,  he 
takes  the  cross  of  making  his  own,  and, 
of  course,  the  self-accusation,  the  faint 
heart,  the  frequent  uncertainty  and  loss 
of  time,  which  are  the  nettles  and  tan- 
gling vines  in  the  way  of  the  self -relying 
and  self-directed;  and  the  state  of  virtual 
hostility  in  which  he  seems  to  stand  to 
society,  and  especially  to  educated  so- 
ciety. For  all  this  loss  and  scorn,  what 
offset?  He  is  to  find  consolation  in  exer- 
cising the  highest  functions  of  human 
nature.  He  is  one  who  raises  himself 
from  private  considerations  and  breathes 
and    lives     on    public     and    illustrious 
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thoughts.  He  is  the  world's  eye.  He  is 
the  world's  heart.  He  is  to  resist  the 
vulgar  prosperity  that  retrogrades  ever 
to  barbarism,  by  preserving  and  com- 
municating heroic  sentiments,  noble  bi- 
ographies, melodious  verse,  and  the  con- 
clusions of  history.  Whatsoever  oracles 
the  human  heart,  in  all  emergencies,  in 
all  solemn  hours,  has  uttered  as  its  com- 
mentary on  the  world  of  actions — these 
he  shall  receive  and  impart.  And  what- 
soever new  verdict  Reason  from  her  in- 
violable seat  pronounces  on  the  passing 
men  and  events  of  to-day — this  he  shall 
hear  and  promulgate. 

These  being  his  functions,  it  becomes 
him  to  feel  all  confidence  in  himself,  and 
to  defer  never  to  the  popular  cry.  He 
and  he  only  knows  the  world.  The  world 
of  any  moment  is  the  merest  appearance. 
Some  great  decorum,  some  fetish  of  a 
government,  some  ephemeral  trade,  or 
war,  or  man,  is  cried  up  by  half  mankind 
and  cried  down  by  the  other  half,  as  if 
all  depended  on  this  particular  up  or 
down.  The  odds  are  that  the  whole  ques- 
tion is  not  worth  the  poorest  thought 
which  the  scholar  has  lost  in  listening 
to  the  controversy.  Let  him  not  quit  his 
belief  that  a  popgun  is  a  popgun,  though 
the  ancient  and  honorable  of  the  earth 
affirm  it  to  be  the  crack  of  doom.  In 
silence,  in  steadiness,  in  severe  abstrac- 
tion, let  him  hold  by  himself;  add  obser- 
vation to  observation,  patient  of  neglect, 
patient  of  reproach,  and  bide  his  own 
time — happy  enough  if  he  can  satisfy 
himself  alone  that  this  day  he  has  seen 
something  truly.  Success  treads  on  every 
right  step.  For  the  instinct  is  sure,  that 
prompts  him  to  tell  his  brother  what  he 
thinks.  He  then  learns  that  in  going  down 
into  the  secrets  of  his  own  mind  he  has 
descended  into  the  secrets  of  all  minds. 
He  learns  that  he  who  has  mastered  any 
law  in  his  private  thoughts,  is  master  to 
that  extent  of  all  men  whose  language 
he  speaks,  and  of  all  into  whose  language 
his  own  can  be  translated.  The  poet,  in 


utter  solitude  remembering  his  spon- 
taneous thoughts  and  recording  them,  is 
found  to  have  recorded  that  which  men 
in  crowded  cities  find  true  for  them  also. 
The  orator  distrusts  at  first  the  fitness  of 
his  frank  confessions,  his  want  of  knowl- 
edge of  the  persons  he  addresses,  until 
he  finds  that  he  is  the  complement  of 
his  hearers;  that  they  drink  his  words 
because  he  fulfils  for  them  their  own  na- 
ture; the  deeper  he  dives  into  his  priva- 
test,  secretest  presentiment,  to  his  won- 
der he  finds  this  is  the  most  acceptable, 
most  public,  and  universally  true.  The 
people  delight  in  it;  the  better  part  of 
every  man  feels,  This  is  my  music;  this  is 
myself. 

In  self-trust  all  the  virtues  are  com- 
prehended. Free  should  the  scholar  be — 
free  and  brave.  Free  even  to  the  definition 
of  freedom,  "without  any  hindrance  that 
does  not  arise  out  of  his  own  constitu- 
tion." Brave;  for  fear  is  a  thing  which  a 
scholar  by  his  very  function  puts  behind 
him.  Fear  always  springs  from  ignorance. 
It  is  a  shame  to  him  if  his  tranquillity, 
amid  dangerous  times,  arise  from  the 
presumption  that  like  children  and 
women  his  is  a  protected  class;  or  if 
he  seek  a  temporary  peace  by  the  diver- 
sion of  his  thoughts  from  politics  or 
vexed  questions,  hiding  his  head  like  an 
ostrich  in  the  flowering  bushes,  peeping 
into  microscopes,  and  turning  rhymes,  as 
a  boy  whistles  to  keep  his  courage  up.  So 
is  the  danger  a  danger  still;  so  is  the 
fear  worse.  Manlike  let  him  turn  and 
face  it.  Let  him  look  into  its  eye  and 
search  its  nature,  inspect  its  origin — see 
the  whelping  of  his  lion — which  lies  no 
great  way  back;  he  will  then  find  in 
himself  a  perfect  comprehension  of  its 
nature  and  extent;  he  will  have  made  his 
hands  meet  on  the  other  side,  and  can 
henceforth  defy  it  and  pass  on  superior. 
The  world  is  his  who  can  see  through  its 
pretension.  What  deafness,  what  stone- 
blind  custom,  what  overgrown  error  you 
behold  is  there  only  by  sufferance — by 
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your  sufferance.  See  it  to  be  a  lie,  and 
you  have  already  dealt  it  its  mortal  blow. 

Yes,  we  are  the  cowed — we  the  trust- 
less. It  is  a  mischievous  notion  that  we 
are  come  late  into  nature;  that  the  world 
was  finished  a  long  time  ago.  As  the 
world  was  plastic  and  fluid  in  the  hands 
of  God,  so  it  is  ever  to  so  much  of  his 
attributes  as  we  bring  to  it.  To  ignorance 
and  sin,  it  is  flint.  They  adapt  themselves 
to  it  as  they  may;  but  in  proportion  as 
a  man  has  any  thing  in  him  divine,  the 
firmament  flows  before  him  and  takes 
his  signet  and  form.  Not  he  is  great 
who  can  alter  matter,  but  he  who  can  al- 
ter my  state  of  mind.  They  are  the  kings 
of  the  world  who  give  the  color  of 
their  present  thought  to  all  nature  and 
all  art,  and  persuade  men  by  the  cheer- 
ful serenity  of  their  carrying  the  matter, 
that  this  thing  which  they  do  is  the  apple 
which  the  ages  have  desired  to  pluck, 
now  at  last  ripe,  and  inviting  nations  to 
the  harvest.  The  great  man  makes  the 
great  thing.  Wherever  Macdonald  sits, 
there  is  the  head  of  the  table.  Linnaeus 
makes  botany  the  most  alluring  of  studies, 
and  wins  it  from  the  farmer  and  the 
herb-woman;  Davy,  chemistry;  and  Cu- 
vier,  fossils.  The  day  is  always  his  who 
works  in  it  with  serenity  and  great  aims. 
The  unstable  estimates  of  men  crowd  to 
him  whose  mind  is  filled  with  a  truth, 
as  the  heaped  waves  of  the  Atlantic 
follow  the  moon. 

For  this  self-trust,  the  reason  is  deeper 
than  can  be  fathomed — darker  than  can 
be  enlightened.  I  might  not  carry  with  me 
the  feeling  of  my  audience  in  stating  my 
own  belief.  But  I  have  already  shown 
the  ground  of  my  hope,  in  adverting  to 
the  doctrine  that  man  is  one.  I  believe 
man  has  been  wronged;  he  has  wronged 
himself.  He  has  almost  lost  the  light  that 
can  lead  him  back  to  his  prerogatives. 
Men  are  become  of  no  account.  Men  in 
history,  men  in  the  world  of  to-day,  are 
bugs,  are  spawn,  and  are  called  "the 
mass"  and  "the  herd."  In  a  century,  in  a 


millennium,  one  or  two  men;  that  is  to 
say,  one  or  two  approximations  to  the 
right  state  of  every  man.  All  the  rest  be- 
hold in  the  hero  or  the  poet  their  own 
green  and  crude  being — ripened;  yes, 
and  are  content  to  be  less,  so  that  may 
attain  to  its  full  stature.  What  a  testi- 
mony, full  of  grandeur,  full  of  pity,  is 
borne  to  the  demands  of  his  own  nature, 
by  the  poor  clansman,  the  poor  partisan, 
who  rejoices  in  the  glory  of  his  chief. 
The  poor  and  the  low  find  some  amends 
to  their  immense  moral  capacity,  for  their 
acquiescence  in  a  political  and  social  in- 
feriority. They  are  content  to  be  brushed 
like  flies  from  the  path  of  a  great  person, 
so  that  justice  shall  be  done  by  him  to 
that  common  nature  which  it  is  the 
dearest  desire  of  all  to  see  enlarged  and 
glorified.  They  sun  themselves  in  the 
great  man's  light,  and  feel  it  to  be  their 
own  element.  They  cast  the  dignity  of 
man  from  their  downtrod  selves  upon 
the  shoulders  of  a  hero,  and  will  perish 
to  add  one  drop  of  blood  to  make  that 
great  heart  beat,  those  giant  sinews  com- 
bat and  conquer.  He  lives  for  us,  and 
we  live  in  him. 

Men,  such  as  they  are,  very  naturally 
seek  money  or  power;  and  power  be- 
cause it  is  as  good  as  money — the 
"spoils,"  so  called,  "of  office."  And  why 
not?  for  they  aspire  to  the  highest,  and 
this,  in  their  sleep-walking,  they  dream 
is  highest.  Wake  them  and  they  shall 
quit  the  false  good  and  leap  to  the 
true,  and  leave  governments  to  clerks 
and  desks.  This  revolution  is  to  be 
wrought  by  the  gradual  domestication 
of  the  idea  of  Culture.  The  main  enter- 
prise of  the  world  for  splendor,  for  extent, 
is  the  upbuilding  of  a  man.  Here  are  the 
materials  strewn  along  the  ground.  The 
private  life  of  one  man  shall  be  a  more 
illustrious  monarchy,  more  formidable  to 
its  enemy,  more  sweet  and  serene  in  its 
influence  to  its  friend,  than  any  kingdom 
in  history.  For  a  man,  rightly  viewed, 
comprehendeth  the  particular  natures  of 
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all  men.  Each  philosopher,  each  bard, 
each  actor  has  only  done  for  me,  as  by 
a  delegate,  what  one  day  I  can  do  for 
myself.  The  books  which  once  we  valued 
more  than  the  apple  of  the  eye,  we  have 
quite  exhausted.  What  is  that  but  saying 
that  we  have  come  up  with  the  point  of 
view  which  the  universal  mind  took 
through  the  eyes  of  one  scribe;  we  have 
been  that  man,  and  have  passed  on.  First, 
one,  then  another,  we  drain  all  cisterns, 
and  waxing  greater  by  all  these  sup- 
plies, we  crave  a  better  and  more  abun- 
dant food.  The  man  has  never  lived  that 
can  feed  us  ever.  The  human  mind  can- 
not be  enshrined  in  a  person  who  shall 
set  a  barrier  on  any  one  side  to  this  un- 
bounded, unboundable  empire.  It  is  one 
central  fire,  which,  flaming  now  out  of 
the  lips  of  Etna,  lightens  the  capes  of 
Sicily,  and  now  out  of  the  throat  of 
Vesuvius,  illuminates  the  towers  and 
vineyards  of  Naples.  It  is  one  light  which 
beams  out  of  a  thousand  stars.  It  is  one 
soul  which  animates  all  men. 

But  I  have  dwelt  perhaps  tediously 
upon  this  abstraction  of  the  Scholar.  I 
ought  not  to  delay  longer  to  add  what  I 
have  to  say  of  nearer  reference  to  the 
time  and  to  this  country. 

Historically,  there  is  thought  to  be  a 
difference  in  the  ideas  which  predom- 
inate over  successive  epochs,  and  there 
are  data  for  marking  the  genius  of  the 
Classic,  of  the  Romantic,  and  now  of  the 
Reflective  or  Philosophical  age.  With  the 
views  I  have  intimated  of  the  oneness 
or  the  identity  of  the  mind  through  all 
individuals,  I  do  not  much  dwell  on  these 
differences.  In  fact,  I  believe  each  in- 
dividual passes  through  all  three.  The  boy 
is  a  Greek;  the  youth,  romantic;  the 
adult,  reflective.  I  deny  not,  however,  that 
a  revolution  in  the  leading  idea  may  be 
distinctly  enough  traced. 

Our  age  is  bewailed  as  the  age  of 
Introversion.  Must  that  needs  be  evil? 
We,  it  seems,  are  critical;  we  are  em- 
barrassed with  second  thoughts;  we  can- 


not enjoy  any  thing  for  hankering  to 
know  whereof  the  pleasure  consists;  we 
are  lined  with  eyes;  we  see  with  our  feet; 
the  time  is  infected  with  Hamlet's  un- 
happiness — 

Sicklied  o'er  with  the  pale  cast  of  thought. 

It  is  so  bad  then?  Sight  is  the  last  thing 
to  be  pitied.  Would  we  be  blind?  Do  we 
fear  lest  we  should  outsee  nature  and 
God,  and  drink  truth  dry?  I  look  upon 
the  discontent  of  the  literary  class  as 
a  mere  announcement  of  the  fact  that 
they  find  themselves  not  in  the  state  of 
mind  of  their  fathers,  and  regret  the  com- 
ing state  as  untried;  as  a  boy  dreads  the 
water  before  he  has  learned  that  he  can 
swim.  If  there  is  any  period  one  would 
desire  to  be  born  in,  is  it  not  the  age  of 
Revolution;  when  the  old  and  the  new 
stand  side  by  side  and  admit  of  being 
compared;  when  the  energies  of  all  men 
are  searched  by  fear  and  by  hope;  when 
the  historic  glories  of  the  old  can  be 
compensated  by  the  rich  possibilities  of 
the  new  era?  This  time,  like  all  times,  is 
a  very  good  one,  if  we  but  know  what  to 
do  with  it. 

I  read  with  some  joy  of  the  auspicious 
signs  of  the  coming  days,  as  they  glimmer 
already  through  poetry  and  art,  through 
philosophy  and  science,  through  church 
and  state. 

One  of  these  signs  is  the  fact  that  the 
same  movement  which  effected  the  eleva- 
tion of  what  was  called  the  lowest  class 
in  the  state,  assumed  in  literature  a 
very  marked  and  as  benign  an  aspect. 
Instead  of  the  sublime  and  beautiful, 
the  near,  the  low,  the  common,  was  ex- 
plored and  poetized.  That  which  had 
been  negligently  trodden  under  foot  by 
those  who  were  harnessing  and  provision- 
ing themselves  for  long  journeys  into 
far  countries,  is  suddenly  found  to  be 
richer  than  all  foreign  parts.  The  liter- 
ature of  the  poor,  the  feelings  of  the 
child,  the  philosophy  of  the  street,  the 
meaning  of  household  life,  are  the  topics 
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of  the  time.  It  is  a  great  stride.  It  is  a 
sign — is  it  not? — of  new  vigor  when 
the  extremities  are  made  active,  when 
currents  of  warm  life  run  into  the  hands 
and  the  feet.  I  ask  not  for  the  great,  the 
remote,  the  romantic;  what  is  doing  in 
Italy  or  Arabia;  what  is  Greek  art,  or 
Provencal  minstrelsy;  I  embrace  the 
common,  I  explore  and  sit  at  the  feet 
of  the  familiar,  the  low.  Give  me  in- 
sight into  to-day,  and  you  may  have 
the  antique  and  future  worlds.  What 
would  we  really  know  the  meaning  of? 
The  meal  in  the  firkin;  the  milk  in  the 
pan;  the  ballad  in  the  street;  the  news  of 
the  boat;  the  glance  of  the  eye;  the  form 
and  the  gait  of  the  body;  show  me  the 
ultimate  reason  of  these  matters;  show 
me  the  sublime  presence  of  the  highest 
spiritual  cause  lurking,  as  always  it  does 
lurk,  in  these  suburbs  and  extremities  of 
nature;  let  me  see  every  trifle  bristling 
with  the  polarity  that  ranges  it  instantly 
on  an  eternal  law;  and  the  shop,  the 
plough,  and  the  ledger  referred  to  the 
like  cause  by  which  light  undulates  and 
poets  sing;  and  the  world  lies  no  longer 
a  dull  miscellany  and  lumber-room,  but 
has  form  and  order;  there  is  no  trifle, 
there  is  no  puzzle,  but  one  design  unites 
and  animates  the  farthest  pinnacle  and 
the  lowest  trench. 

This  idea  has  inspired  the  genius  of 
Goldsmith,  Burns,  Cowper,  and,  in  a 
newer  time,  of  Goethe,  Wordsworth,  and 
Carlyle.  This  idea  they  have  differently 
followed  and  with  various  success.  In 
contrast  with  their  writing,  the  style  of 
Pope,  of  Johnson,  of  Gibbon,  looks  cold 
and  pedantic.  This  writing  is  blood- 
warm.  Man  is  surprised  to  find  that 
things  near  are  not  less  beautiful  and 
wondrous  than  things  remote.  The  near 
explains  the  far.  The  drop  is  a  small 
ocean.  A  man  is  related  to  all  nature.  This 
perception  of  the  worth  of  the  vulgar  is 
fruitful  in  discoveries.  Goethe,  in  this 
very    thing    the    most    modern    of    the 


moderns,  has  shown  us,  as  none  ever  did, 
the  genius  of  the  ancients. 

There  is  one  man  of  genius  who  has 
done  much  for  this  philosophy  of  life, 
whose  literary  value  has  never  yet  been 
rightly  estimated;  I  mean  Emanuel 
Swedenborg.  The  most  imaginative  of 
men,  yet  writing  with  the  precision  of  a 
mathematician,  he  endeavored  to  engraft 
a  purely  philosophical  Ethics  on  the 
popular  Christianity  of  his  time.  Such  an 
attempt  of  course  must  have  difficulty 
which  no  genius  could  surmount.  But 
he  saw  and  showed  the  connection  be- 
tween nature  and  the  affections  of  the 
soul.  He  pierced  the  emblematic  or 
spiritual  character  of  the  visible,  audible, 
tangible  word.  Especially  did  his  shade- 
loving  muse  hover  over  and  interpret  the 
lower  parts  of  nature;  he  showed  the 
mysterious  bond  that  allies  moral  evil  to 
the  foul  material  forms,  and  has  given  in 
epical  parables  a  theory  of  insanity,  of 
beasts,  of  unclean  and  fearful  things. 

Another  sign  of  our  times,  also  marked 
by  an  analogous  political  movement,  is 
the  new  importance  given  to  the  single 
person.  Every  thing  that  tends  to  in- 
sulate the  individual — to  surround  him 
with  barriers  of  natural  respect,  so  that 
each  man  shall  feel  the  world  is  his,  and 
man  shall  treat  with  man  as  a  sovereign 
state  with  a  sovereign  state — tends  to 
true  union  as  well  as  greatness.  "I 
learned,"  said  the  melancholy  Pestalozzi, 
"that  no  man  in  God's  wide  earth  is 
either  willing  or  able  to  help  any  other 
man."  Help  must  come  from  the  bosom 
alone.  The  scholar  is  that  man  who  must 
take  up  into  himself  all  the  ability  of  the 
time,  all  the  contributions  of  the  past, 
all  the  hopes  of  the  future.  He  must  be 
an  university  of  knowledges.  If  there  be 
one  lesson  more  than  another  which 
should  pierce  his  ear,  it  is,  The  world  is 
nothing,  the  man  is  all;  in  yourself  is 
the  law  of  all  nature,  and  you  know  not 
yet  how  a  globule  of  sap  ascends;  in  your- 
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self  slumbers  the  whole  of  Reason;  it  is 
for  you  to  know  all;  it  is  for  you  to  dare 
all.  Mr.  President  and  Gentlemen,  this 
confidence  in  the  unsearched  might  of 
man  belongs,  by  all  motives,  by  all 
prophecy,  by  all  preparation,  to  the 
American  Scholar.  We  have  listened  too 
long  to  the  courtly  muses  of  Europe. 
The  spirit  of  the  American  freeman  is 
already  suspected  to  be  timid,  imitative, 
tame.  Public  and  private  avarice  make 
the  air  we  breathe  thick  and  fat.  The 
scholar  is  decent,  indolent,  complaisant. 
See  already  the  tragic  consequence.  The 
mind  of  this  country,  taught  to  aim  at 
low  objects,  eats  upon  itself.  There  is  no 
work  for  any  but  the  decorous  and  the 
complaisant.  Young  men  of  the  fairest 
promise,  who  begin  life  upon  our  shores, 
inflated  by  the  mountain  winds,  shined 
upon  by  all  the  stars  of  God,  find  the 
earth  below  not  in  unison  with  these, 
but  are  hindred  from  action  by  the 
disgust  which  the  principles  on  which 
business  is  managed  inspire,  and  turn 
drudges,  or  die  of  disgust,  some  of  them 
suicides.  What  is  the  remedy?  They  did 
not  yet  see,  and  thousands  of  young  men 
as  hopeful  now  crowding  to  the  barriers 
for  the  career  do  not  yet  see,  that  if  the 
single  man  plant  himself  indomitably  on 
his  instincts,  and  there  abide,  the  huge 
world  will  come  round  to  him.  Patience 
— patience;  with  the  shades  of  all  the 
good  and  great  for  company;  and  for 
solace  the  perspective  of  your  own  in- 
finite life;  and  for  work  the  study  and 
the  communication  of  principles,  the 
making  those  instincts  prevalent,  the 
conversion  of  the  world.  Is  it  not  the 
chief  disgrace  in  the  world,  not  to  be  an 
unit;  not  to  be  reckoned  one  character; 
not  to  yield  that  peculiar  fruit  which 
each  man  was  created  to  bear,  but  to  be 
reckoned  in  the  gross,  in  the  hundred, 
or  the  thousand,  of  the  party,  the  section, 
to  which  we  belong;  and  our  opinion 
predicted   geographically,   as   the   north, 


or  the  south?  Not  so,  brothers  and 
friends — please  God,  ours  shall  not  be 
so.  We  will  walk  on  our  own  feet;  we  will 
work  with  our  own  hands;  we  will  speak 
our  own  minds.  The  study  of  letters 
shall  be  no  longer  a  name  for  pity,  for 
doubt,  and  for  sensual  indulgence.  The 
dread  of  man  and  the  love  of  man  shall 
be  a  wall  of  defence  and  a  wreath  of 
joy  around  all.  A  nation  of  men  will  for 
the  first  time  exist,  because  each  believes 
himself  inspired  by  the  Divine  Soul 
which  also  inspires  all  men. 


James  Kirk  Paulding 
*  1778-1860 


As  the  following  essay  will  indicate, 
James  Kirk  Paulding  did  not  write  very 
well:  he  used  too  many  words  in  too 
many  ways  that  had  been  used  before. 
He  was  Washington  Irvings  collaborator 
in  salmagundi  (1807),  a  serial  miscel- 
lany modeled  on  the  tatler  or  the  spec- 
tator; he  contributed  an  amusing  di- 
verting    HISTORY     OF     JOHN     BULL     AND 

brother  Jonathan  (1812)  to  the  war  of 
words  between  England  and  the  United 
States;  he  wrote  several  novels,  perhaps 
the  best  of  which  is  the  Dutchman's 
fireside  (1832),  and  he  was  an  early, 
not  conspicuously  successful,  writer  of 
short  stories.  Much  of  his  active  life  was 
spent  in  public  service,  climaxed  by  ap- 
pointment in  1838  as  Secretary  of  the 
Navy  by  his  friend  Martin  Van  Buren.  His 
limitations  and  extraliterary  preoccupa- 
tions make  Paulding,  however,  an  effec- 
tive representative  spokesman  for  his 
time.  Uncompromisingly  a  nationalist, 
he  was  convinced  that  America  would 
have  a  literature  of  her  own:  on  that 
subject  he  could  sometimes,  as  at  the  end 
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of  the  present  essay,  mount  toward 
eloquence.  The  remarks  on  "National 
Literature"  appeared  first  in  Paulding's 

SALMAGUNDI:   SECOND  SERIES    (1820),  but 

the  text  here  followed  is  that  corrected 
for  his  collected  works  (1835). 


National  Literature 

It  has  been  often  observed  by  such  as 
have  attempted  to  account  for  the  scar- 
city of  romantic  fiction  among  our  na- 
tive writers,  that  the  history  of  the  coun- 
try affords  few  materials  for  such  works, 
and  offers  little  in  its  traditionary  lore  to 
warm  the  heart  or  elevate  the  imagina- 
tion. The  remark  has  been  so  often  re- 
peated that  it  is  now  pretty  generally 
received  with  perfect  docility,  as  an 
incontrovertible  truth,  though  it  seems 
to  me  without  the  shadow  of  a  founda- 
tion. 

Wherever  there  are  men,  there  will  be 
materials  for  romantic  adventure.  In 
the  misfortunes  that  befall  them;  in  the 
sufferings  and  vicissitudes  which  are 
everywhere  the  lot  of  human  beings  in 
the  struggles  to  counteract  fortune,  and 
in  the  conflicts  of  the  passions,  in  every 
situation  of  life,  he  who  studies  nature 
and  draws  his  pictures  from  her  rich 
and  inexhaustible  sources  of  variety,  will 
always  find  enough  of  those  characters 
and  incidents  which  give  relish  to  works 
of  fancy.  The  aid  of  superstition,  the 
agency  of  ghosts,  fairies,  goblins,  and 
all  that  antiquated  machinery  which  till 
lately  was  confined  to  the  nursery,  is 
not  necessary  to  excite  our  wonder  or  in- 
terest our  feelings;  although  it  is  not 
the  least  of  incongruities,  that  in  an  age 
which  boasts  of  having  by  its  scientific 
discoveries  dissipated  almost  all  the  ma- 
terials of  superstition,  some  of  the  most 
popular  fictions  should  be  founded  upon 
a  superstition  which  is  now  become  en- 


tirely ridiculous,  even  among  the  igno- 
rant. 

The  best  and  most  perfect  works  of 
imagination  appear  to  me  to  be  those 
which  are  founded  upon  a  combination 
of  such  characters  as  every  generation 
of  men  exhibits,  and  such  events  as 
have  often  taken  place  in  the  world,  and 
will  again.  Such  works  are  only  fictions, 
because  the  tissue  of  events  which  they 
record  never  perhaps  happened  in  pre- 
cisely the  same  train,  and  to  the  same 
number  of  persons,  as  are  exhibited  and 
associated  in  the  relation.  Real  life  is 
fraught  with  adventures,  to  which  the 
wildest  fictions  scarcely  afford  a  parallel; 
and  it  has  this  special  advantage  over 
its  rival,  that  these  events,  however  ex- 
traordinary, can  always  be  traced  to 
motives,  actions  and  passions,  arising  out 
of  circumstances  no  way  unnatural,  and 
partaking  of  no  impossible  or  supernat- 
ural agency.  .  .  . 

That  these  materials  have  as  yet  been 
little  more  than  partially  interwoven 
into  the  few  fictions  which  this  country 
has  given  birth  to,  is  not  owing  to 
their  being  inapplicable  to  that  purpose, 
but  to  another  cause  entirely.  We  have 
been  misled  by  bad  models,  or  the 
suffrages  of  docile  critics,  who  have 
bowed  to  the  influence  of  rank  and 
fashion,  and  given  testimony  in  favor 
oi  works  which  their  better  judgment 
must  have  condemned.  We  have  cher- 
ished a  habit  of  looking  to  other  na- 
tions for  examples  of  every  kind,  and 
debased  the  genius  of  this  new  world 
by  making  it  the  ape  and  the  tributary 
of  that  of  the  old.  We  have  imitated 
where  we  might  often  have  excelled;  we 
have  overlooked  our  own  rich  resources, 
and  sponged  upon  the  exhausted  treasury 
of  our  impoverished  neighbors;  we  were 
born  rich,  and  yet  have  all  our  lives 
subsisted  by  borrowing.  Hence  it  has 
continually  occurred,  that  those  who 
might  have  gone  before  had  they  chosen 
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a  new  path,  have  been  content  to  come 
last,  merely  by  following  the  old  track. 
Many  a  genius  that  could  and  would 
have  attained  an  equal  height,  in  some 
new  and  unexplored  region  of  fancy,  has 
dwindled  into  insignificance  and  con- 
tempt by  stooping  to  track  some  in- 
ferior spirit,  to  whom  fashion  had  as- 
signed a  temporary  elevation.  They 
pught  to  be  told,  that  though  fashion 
may  give  a  momentary  popularity  to 
works  that  neither  appeal  to  national 
attachments,  domestic  habits,  or  those 
feelings  which  are  the  same  yesterday, 
today,  and  forever,  and  everywhere, 
still  it  is  not  by  imitation  that  they  can 
hope  to  equal  any  thing  great.   .  .   . 

By  freeing  himself  from  a  habit  of 
servile  imitation;  by  daring  to  think  and 
feel,  and  express  his  feelings;  by  dwelling 
pn  scenes  and  events  connected  with  our 
pride  and  our  affections;  by  indulging 
m  those  little  peculiarities  of  thought, 
feeling,  and  expression  which  belong  to 
every  nation;  by  borrowing  from  nature, 
and  not  from  those  who  disfigure  or 
JDurlesque  her — he  may  and  will  in  time 
destroy  the  ascendancy  of  foreign  taste 
and  opinions,  and  elevate  his  own  in  the 
place  of  them.  These  causes  lead  to  the 
final  establishment  of  a  national  liter- 
ature, and  give  that  air  and  character  of 
priginality  which  it  is  sure  to  acquire, 
unless  it  is  debased  and  expatriated  by 
a  habit  of  servile  imitation.  .  .  .  This 
pountry  is  not  destined  to  be  always  be- 
hind in  the  race  of  literary  glory.  The  time 
will  assuredly  come,  when  that  same 
freedom  of  thought  and  action  which  has 
given  such  a  spur  to  our  genius  in  other 
J-espects,  will  achieve  similar  wonders  in 
literature.  It  is  then  that  our  early  spec- 
imens will  be  sought  after  with  avidity, 
and  that  those  who  led  the  way  in  the 
rugged  discouraging  path  will  be  hon- 
ored, as  we  begin  to  honor  the  adven- 
turous spirits  who  first  sought,  explored, 
and  cleared  this  western  wilderness. 


Edgar  Allan  Poe 
*  1809-1849 


The  first  claim  that  Edgar  Allan  Poe 
has  to  our  remembrance  is  as  a  literary 
artist,  poet  and  creator  of  unforgettable 
tales.  His  essays  in  criticism  stand  high 
because  hardly  anyone  of  his  time  did 
as  well;  but  as  critic  Poe  is  uneven,  prej- 
udiced, and  delightedly  controversial. 
He  said,  as  we  shall  see,  some  sensible 
things  about  poetry,  and  he  defined,  if 
he  did  not  invent,  the  short  story,  but 
personal  feelings  seem  often  to  have 
distorted  his  vision  when  he  examined 
most  of  his  literary  contemporaries  or 
spoke  on  subjects  of  contemporary  im- 
portance. As  artist,  he  knew  that  art 
owes  no  political  allegiance,  and  that 
true  art  transcends  national  boundaries, 
and  he  spoke  sharply  against  claims 
made  for  American  writers  on  the  single 
ground  of  their  nativeness  in  language  or 
theme.  The  following  remarks  appeared 
untitled  among  Poe's  "Marginalia"  in  the 

DEMOCRATIC   REVIEW   in   1845. 


Nationality  in  American  Letters 

Much  has  been  said,  of  late,  about  the 
necessity  of  maintaining  a  proper  na- 
tionality in  American  Letters;  but  what 
this  nationality  is,  or  what  is  to  be 
gained  by  it,  has  never  been  distinctly 
understood.  That  an  American  should 
confine  himself  to  American  themes,  or 
even  prefer  them,  is  rather  a  political 
than  a  literary  idea — and  at  best  is  a 
questionable  point.  We  would  do  well 
to  bear  in  mind  that  "distance  lends 
enchantment  to  the  view."  Ceteris  pa- 
ribus, a   foreign  theme  is,   in  a  strictly 


36 


Walt  Whitman 


literary  sense,  to  be  preferred.  After  all, 
the  world  at  large  is  the  only  legitimate 
stage  for  the  autorial  histrio. 

But  of  the  need  of  that  nationality 
which  defends  our  own  literature,  sus- 
tains our  own  men  of  letters,  upholds 
our  own  dignity,  and  depends  upon  our 
own  resources,  there  cannot  be  the 
shadow  of  a  doubt.  Yet  here  is  the  very 
point  at  which  we  are  most  supine.  We 
complain  of  our  want  of  an  International 
Copyright,  on  the  ground  that  this  want 
justifies  our  publishers  in  inundating  us 
with  British  opinion  in  British  books;  and 
yet  when  these  very  publishers,  at  their 
own  obvious  risk,  and  even  obvious 
loss,  do  publish  an  American  book,  we 
turn  up  our  noses  at  it  with  supreme 
contempt  (this  is  the  general  thing) 
until  it  (the  American  book)  has  been 
dubbed  "readable"  by  some  illiterate 
Cockney  critic.  Is  it  too  much  to  say 
that,  with  us,  the  opinion  of  Washington 
Irving — of  Prescott — of  Bryant — is  a 
mere  nullity  in  comparison  with  that  of 
any  anonymous  sub-sub-editor  of  the 
"Spectator,"  the  "Athenaeum,"  or  the 
"London  Punch"?  It  is  not  saying  too 
much,  to  say  this.  It  is  a  solemn — an 
absolutely  awful  act.  Every  publisher 
in  the  country  will  admit  it  to  be  a  fact. 
There  is  not  a  more  disgusting  spectacle 
under  the  sun  than  our  subserviency  to 
British  criticism.  It  is  disgusting,  first, 
because  it  is  trucking,  servile,  pusil- 
lanimous— secondly,  because  of  its  gross 
irrationality.  We  know  the  British  to 
bear  us  little  but  ill  will — we  know  that, 
in  no  case,  do  they  utter  unbiassed  opin- 
ions of  American  books — we  know  that 
in  the  few  instances  in  which  our  writers 
have  been  treated  with  common  decency 
in  England,  these  writers  have  either 
openly  paid  homage  to  English  institu- 
tions, or  have  had  lurking  at  the  bottom 
of  their  hearts  a  secret  principle  at  war 
with  Democracy:  we  know  all  this,  and 
yet,  day  after  day,  submit  our  necks  to 
the  degrading  yoke  of  the  crudest  opin- 


ion that  emanates  from  the  fatherland. 
Now  if  we  must  have  nationality,  let  it 
be  a  nationality  that  will  throw  off  this 
yoke. 


Walt  Whitman 

*  1819-1892 


Walt  Whitman  was  as  ejaculatory  and 
oracular  in  prose  as  he  was,  with  more 
effect,  in  verse.  Devotedly  native,  to  him 
America  was  itself  a  poem,  and  the  striv- 
ings and  strength  of  the  American  free- 
man the  subject  of  poetry.  Because  he 
was  a  poet,  he  sometimes  said  things  in- 
directly, hut  he  suggested  them  so  often 
and  so  well  that  many  other  writers  have 
attempted  to  say  the  same  things  since. 
The  paragraphs  on  "Democratic  Amer- 
ican Genius"  appear  without  title  in  the 
Preface  to  the  first  edition  of  leaves  of 
grass  (1855)  and  we  are  not  surprised 
to  find  them  reworked  into  verse  in 
later  editions  of  that  work. 


Democratic  American  Genius 

America  does  not  repel  the  past  or  what 
it  has  produced  under  its  forms  or  amid 
other  politics  or  the  idea  of  castes  or  the 
old  religions  .  .  .  accepts  the  lesson 
with  calmness  ...  is  not  so  impatient 
as  has  been  supposed  that  the  slough 
still  sticks  to  opinions  and  manners  and 
literature  while  the  life  which  served  its 
requirements  has  passed  into  the  new 
life  of  the  new  forms  .  .  .  perceives 
that  the  corpse  is  slowly  borne  from  the 
eating  and  sleeping  rooms  of  the  house 
.  .  .  perceives  that  it  waits  a  little  while 
in  the  door  .  .  .  that  it  was  fittest  for  its 
days  .   .  .  that  its  action  has  descended 


to  the  stalwart  and  well-shaped  heir  who 
approaches  .  .  .  and  that  he  shall  be 
fittest  for  his  days. 

The  Americans  of  all  nations  at  any 
time  upon  the  earth  have  probably  the 
fullest  poetical  nature.  The  United  States 
themselves  are  essentially  the  greatest 
poem.  In  the  history  of  the  earth  hitherto 
the  largest  and  most  stirring  appear 
tame  and  orderly  to  their  ampler  large- 
ness and  stir.  Here  at  last  is  something 
in  the  doings  of  man  that  corresponds 
with  the  broadcast  doings  of  the  day  and 
night.  Here  is  not  merely  a  nation  but 
a  teeming  nation  of  nations.  Here  is  ac- 
tion untied  from  strings  necessarily  blind 
to  particulars  and  details  magnificently 
moving  in  vast  masses.  Here  is  the  hos- 
pitality which  forever  indicates  he- 
roes. .  .  .  Here  are  the  roughs  and 
beards  and  space  and  ruggedness  and 
nonchalance  that  the  soul  loves.  Here 
the  performance  disdaining  the  trivial 
unapproached  in  the  tremendous  audacity 
of  its  crowds  and  groupings  and  the  push 
of  its  perspective  spreads  with  crampless 
and  flowing  breadth  and  showers  its 
prolific  and  splendid  extravagance.  One 
sees  it  must  indeed  own  the  riches  of  the 
summer  and  winter,  and  need  never  be 
bankrupt  while  corn  grows  from  the 
ground  or  the  orchards  drop  apples  or 
the  bays  contain  fish  or  men  beget  chil- 
dren upon  women. 

Other  states  indicate  themselves  in 
their  deputies  .  .  .  but  the  genius  of 
the  United  States  is  not  best  or  most  in 
its  executives  or  legislatures,  nor  in  its 
ambassadors  or  authors  or  colleges  or 
churches  or  parlors,  nor  even  in  its  news- 
papers or  inventors  .  .  .  but  always 
most  in  the  common  people.  Their  man- 
ners, speech,  dress,  friendships — the 
picturesque  looseness  of  their  carriage 
.  .  .  their  deathless  attachment  to  free- 
dom— their  aversion  to  anything  indec- 
orous or  soft  or  mean — the  practical 
acknowledgment  of  the  citizens  of  all 
other     states — the     fierceness     of    their 
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roused  resentment — their  curiosity  and 
welcome  of  novelty — their  self-esteem 
and  wonderful  sympathy — their  suscep- 
tibility to  a  slight — the  air  they  have  of 
persons  who  never  knew  how  it  felt  to 
stand  in  the  presence  of  superiors — the 
fluency  of  their  speech — their  delight  in 
music,  the  sure  symptom  of  manly 
tenderness  and  native  elegance  of  soul 
.  .  .  their  good  temper  and  openhanded- 
ness — the  terrible  significance  of  their 
elections — the  President's  taking  off  his 
hat  to  them  not  they  to  him — these  too 
are  unrhymed  poetry.  It  awaits  the  gi- 
gantic and  generous  treatment  worthy 
of  it. 


Henry  James 

♦  1843-1916 


Few  Americans  have  pled  for  and  main- 
tained more  rigorous  standards  for  the 
novel  than  Henry  James  whose  "The  Art 
of  Fiction,"  reprinted  later  in  this  volume, 
has  become  a  classic  statement  on  the 
subject.  The  present  paragraph,  ex- 
pressive of  an  earlier  and  not  completely 
inconsistent  attitude  appears  in  his  study 
hawthorne,  written  for  the  English  Men 
of  Letters  Series  in  1879.  Compare  it 
with  Hawthorne's  own  estimate  of  the 
American  situation  on  pp.  231-233  below. 


Absent  Things  in  American  Life 

.  .  .  One  might  enumerate  the  items  of 
high  civilization,  as  it  exists  in  other 
countries,  which  are  absent  from  the 
texture  of  American  life,  until  it  should 
become  a  wonder  to  know  what  was  left. 
No  State,  in  the  European  sense  of  the 
word,  and  indeed  barely  a  specific  na- 
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tional  name.  No  sovereign,  no  court,  no 
personal  loyalty,  no  aristocracy,  no 
church,  no  clergy,  no  army,  no  diplomatic 
service,  no  country  gentlemen,  no  palaces, 
no  castles,  nor  manors,  nor  old  country 
houses,  nor  parsonages,  nor  thatched 
cottages,  nor  ivied  ruins;  no  cathedrals, 
nor  abbeys,  nor  little  Norman  churches; 
no  great  universities  nor  public  schools — 
no  Oxford,  nor  Eton,  nor  Harrow;  no 
literature,  no  novels,  no  museums,  no 
pictures,  no  political  society,  no  sporting 
class — no  Epsom  nor  Ascot!  Some  such 
list  as  that  might  be  drawn  up  of  the 
absent  things  in  American  life — especially 
in  the  American  life  of  forty  years  ago, 
the  effect  of  which,  upon  an  English  or 
a  French  imagination,  would  probably 
as  a  general  thing  be  appalling.  The  nat- 
ural remark,  in  the  almost  lurid  light  of 
such  an  indictment,  would  be  that  if 
these  things  are  left  out,  everything  is 
left  out.  The  American  knows  that  a 
good  deal  remains;  what  it  is  that  remains 
— that  is  his  secret,  his  joke,  as  one  may 
say.  It  would  be  cruel,  in  this  terrible 
denudation,  to  deny  him  the  consola- 
tion of  his  national  gift,  that  "American 
humor"  of  which  of  late  years  we  have 
heard  so  much. 


William  Dean  Howells 

*  1837-1920 


With  good  reason  William  Dean  Howells 
was  known  during  the  last  decades  of 
his  long  life  as  the  dean  of  American 
letters.  He  probably  wrote  more  good 
novels  than  any  other  American  except 
his  friend  Henry  James,  and  he  perhaps 
wrote  more  commentary  on  the  novel 
than  any  American  of  his  time  or  since. 
His  principal  personal  characteristic  was 


kindliness,  his  principal  defect  that  he 
saw  most  clearly  only  into  what  he  called 
"the  smiling  aspects  of  life."  His  essays 
appeared  over  many  years  in  the  Atlan- 
tic monthly,  of  which  he  was  an  editor 
from  1865  to  1881,  in  harper's,  and 
other  periodicals.  No  one  of  them  is 
quite  as  good  as  the  cumulative  effect 
of  them  all,  but  each  is  an  honest,  well- 
reasoned  expression  of  Howells's  convic- 
tion that  the  United  States  did  indeed 
offer  fair  opportunities  for  the  man  of 
letters.  The  extract  which  follows  is 
from  criticism  and  fiction,  one  of  the 
more  than  a  dozen  volumes  in  which  his 
essays  are  collected. 


Art  and  Democracy 

...  I  would  have  our  American  novel- 
ists be  as  American  as  they  unconsciously 
can.  Matthew  Arnold  complained  that 
he  found  no  "distinction"  in  our  life,  and 
I  would  gladly  persuade  all  artists  in- 
tending greatness  in  any  kind  among  us 
that  the  recognition  of  the  fact  pointed 
out  by  Mr.  Arnold  ought  to  be  a  source 
of  inspiration  to  them,  and  not  dis- 
couragement. We  have  been  now  some 
hundred  years  building  up  a  state  on 
the  affirmation  of  the  essential  equality 
of  men  in  their  rights  and  duties,  and 
whether  we  have  been  right  or  wrong 
the  gods  have  taken  us  at  our  word, 
and  have  responded  to  us  with  a  civil- 
ization in  which  there  is  no  "distinction" 
perceptible  to  the  eye  that  loves  and 
values  it.  Such  beauty  and  such  gran- 
deur as  we  have  is  common  beauty, 
common  grandeur,  or  the  beauty  and 
grandeur  in  which  the  quality  of  sol- 
idarity so  prevails  that  neither  distin- 
guishes itself  to  the  disadvantage  of  any- 
thing else.  It  seems  to  me  that  these  con- 
ditions invite  the  artist  to  the  study  and 
the  appreciation  of  the  common,  and  to 
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the  portrayal  in  every  art  of  those  finer 
and  higher  aspects  which  unite  rather 
than  sever  humanity,  if  he  would  thrive 
in  our  new  order  of  things.  The  talent 
that  is  robust  enough  to  front  the  every- 
day world  and  catch  the  charm  of  its 
work-worn,  care-worn,  brave,  kindly  face, 
need  not  fear  the  encounter,  though  it 
seems  terrible  to  the  sort  nurtured  in  the 
superstition  of  the  romantic,  the  bizarre, 
the  heroic,  the  distinguished,  as  the 
things  alone  worthy  of  painting  or  carv- 
ing or  writing.  The  arts  must  become 
democratic,  and  then  we  shall  have  the 
expression  of  America  in  art;  and  the 
reproach  which  Arnold  was  half  right 
in  making  us  shall  have  no  justice  in  it 
any  longer;  we  shall  be  "distinguished." 


H.  L.  Mencken 

*  1880-1956 


As  a  critic,  Henry  Louis  Mencken  was 
often  more  forceful  than  perspicacious, 
quicker  in  pointing  to  shortcomings  in 
what  he  called  the  Great  Sahara  of 
America  than  in  underlining  its  virtues. 
But  he  wrote  with  such  vigor  and  skill 
that  he  became  over  many  years  an 
oracle,  listened  to  with  interest  and 
usually  with  respect:  he  has  been  com- 
pared with  dubious  justification  to  Swift, 
Voltaire,  and  Dr.  Samuel  Johnson.  Au- 
thor of  many  books,  not  the  least  im- 
portant of  which  is  his  giant  study  of 
the  American  language,  he  collected 
his  occasional  writings  in  a  series  of 
volumes  aptly  called  prejudices;  the 
present  essay,  which  appeared  first  in  the 
yale  review  for  June,  1920,  was  in- 
cluded among  prejudices:  second  series 
in   1924   and  reprinted   in  a   mencken 

CHRESTOMATHY   in   1949. 


American  Culture 

The  capital  defect  in  the  culture  of  These 
States  is  the  lack  of  a  civilized  aristoc- 
racy, secure  in  its  position,  animated  by 
an  intelligent  curiosity,  skeptical  of  all 
facile  generalizations,  superior  to  the 
sentimentality  of  the  mob,  and  delight- 
ing in  the  battle  of  ideas  for  its  own 
sake.  The  word  I  use,  despite  the  qualify- 
ing adjective,  has  got  itself  meanings,  of 
course,  that  I  by  no  means  intend  to 
convey.  Any  mention  of  an  aristocracy, 
to  a  public  fed  upon  democratic  fustian, 
is  bound  to  bring  up  images  of  stock- 
brokers' wives  lolling  obscenely  in  opera 
boxes,  or  of  haughty  Englishmen  slaugh- 
tering whole  generations  of  grouse  in  an 
inordinate  and  incomprehensible  manner, 
or  of  bogus  counts  coming  over  to  work 
their  magic  upon  the  daughters  of  break- 
fast-food and  bathtub  kings.  The  mis- 
conception belongs  to  the  general  Amer- 
ican tradition.  Its  depth  and  extent  are 
constantly  revealed  by  the  naive  assump- 
tion that  the  so-called  fashionable  folk  of 
the  large  cities — chiefly  wealthy  indus- 
trials in  the  interior-decorator  and  coun- 
try-club stage  of  culture — constitute  an 
aristocracy,  and  by  the  scarcely  less  re- 
markable assumption  that  the  peerage 
of  England  is  identical  with  the  gentry — 
that  is,  that  such  men  as  Lord  North- 
cliffe,  Lord  Riddel  and  even  Lord  Read- 
ing  were   English   gentlemen. 

Here,  as  always,  the  worshiper  is  the 
father  of  the  gods,  and  no  less  when 
they  are  evil  than  when  they  are  benign. 
The  inferior  man  must  find  himself  su- 
periors, that  he  may  marvel  at  his  political 
equality  with  them,  and  in  the  absence 
of  recognizable  superiors  de  facto  he 
creates  superiors  de  jure.  The  sublime 
principle  of  one  man,  one  vote  must  be 
translated  into  terms  of  dollars,  di- 
amonds,   fashionable    intelligence;    the 
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equality  of  all  men  before  the  law  must 
have  clear  and  dramatic  proofs.  Some- 
times, perhaps,  the  thing  goes  further 
and  is  more  subtle.  The  inferior  man 
needs  an  aristocracy  to  demonstrate,  not 
only  his  mere  equality,  but  also  his  ac- 
tual superiority.  The  society  columns  in 
the  newspapers  may  have  some  such 
origin.  They  may  visualize  once  more  the 
accomplished  journalist's  understanding 
of  the  mob  mind  that  he  plays  upon  so 
skillfully,  as  upon  some  immense  and 
cacophonous  organ,  always  going  fortis- 
simo. What  the  inferior  man  and  his  wife 
see  in  the  sinister  revels  of  those  brum- 
magem first  families,  I  suspect,  is  often 
a  massive  witness  to  their  own  higher 
rectitude — in  brief,  to  their  firmer  grasp 
upon  the  immutable  axioms  of  Christian 
virtue,  the  one  sound  boast  of  the  nether 
nine-tenths  of  humanity  in  every  land 
under  the  cross. 

But  this  bugaboo  aristocracy  is  actually 
bogus,  and  the  evidence  of  its  bogusness 
lies  in  the  fact  that  it  is  insecure.  One 
gets  into  it  only  onerously,  but  out  of  it 
very  easily.  Entrance  is  effected  by  dint 
of  a  long  and  bitter  struggle,  and  the 
chief  accidents  of  that  struggle  are  al- 
most intolerable  humiliations.  The  as- 
pirant must  school  and  steel  himself  to 
sniffs  and  sneers;  he  must  see  the  door 
slammed  upon  him  a  hundred  times  be- 
fore ever  it  is  thrown  open  to  him.  To 
get  in  at  all  he  must  show  a  talent  for 
abasement — and  abasement  makes  him 
timorous.  Worse,  that  timorousness  is 
not  cured  when  he  succeeds  at  last.  On 
the  contrary,  it  is  made  even  more  tremu- 
lous, for  what  he  faces  within  the  gates 
is  a  scheme  of  things  made  up  almost 
wholly  of  harsh  and  often  unintelligible 
taboos,  and  the  penalty  for  violating 
even  the  least  of  them  is  swift  and 
disastrous.  He  must  exhibit  exactly  the 
the  right  social  habits,  appetites  and 
prejudices,  public  and  private.  He  must 
harbor  exactly  the  right  enthusiasms 
and  indignations.  He  must  have  a  hearty 


taste  for  exactly  the  right  sports  and 
games.  His  attitude  toward  the  fine  arts 
must  be  properly  tolerant  and  yet  not 
a  shade  too  eager.  He  must  read  and 
like  exactly  the  right  books,  pamphlets 
and  public  journals.  He  must  put  up  at 
the  right  hotels  when  he  travels.  His 
wife  must  patronize  the  right  milliners. 
He  himself  must  stick  to  the  right  haber- 
dashery. He  must  live  in  the  right  neigh- 
borhood. He  must  even  embrace  the 
right  doctrines  of  religion.  It  would 
ruin  him,  for  all  society  column  purposes, 
to  move  to  Union  Hill,  N.J.,  or  to  drink 
coffee  from  his  saucer,  or  to  marry  a 
chambermaid  with  a  gold  tooth,  or  to  join 
the  Seventh  Day  Adventists.  Within  the 
boundaries  of  his  curious  order  he  is 
worse  fettered  than  a  monk  in  a  cell.  Its 
obscure  conception  of  propriety,  its 
nebulous  notion  that  this  or  that  is 
honorable,  hampers  him  in  every  di- 
rection, and  very  narrowly.  What  he 
resigns  when  he  enters,  even  when  he 
makes  his  first  deprecating  knock  at 
the  door,  is  every  right  to  attack  the 
ideas  that  happen  to  prevail  within. 
Such  as  they  are,  he  must  accept  them 
without  question.  And  as  they  shift  and 
change  he  must  shift  and  change  with 
them,   silently   and   quickly. 

Obviously,  that  order  cannot  consti- 
tute a  genuine  aristocracy,  in  any  rational 
sense.  A  genuine  aristocracy  is  grounded 
upon  very  much  different  principles.  Its 
first  and  most  salient  character  is  its 
interior  security,  and  the  chief  visible 
evidence  of  that  security  is  the  freedom 
that  goes  with  it — not  only  freedom  in 
act,  the  divine  right  of  the  aristocrat  to 
do  what  he  damn  well  pleases,  so  long  as 
he  does  not  violate  the  primary  guaran- 
tees and  obligations  of  his  class,  but  also 
and  more  importantly  freedom  in 
thought,  the  liberty  to  try  and  err,  the 
right  to  be  his  own  man.  It  is  the  instinct 
of  a  true  aristocracy,  not  to  punish 
eccentricity  by  expulsion,  but  to  throw  a 
mantle  of  protection  about  it — to  safe- 
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guard  it  from  the  suspicions  and  resent- 
ments of  the  lower  orders.  Those  lower 
orders  are  inert,  timid,  inhospitable  to 
ideas,  hostile  to  changes,  faithful  to  a 
few  maudlin  superstitions.  All  progress 
goes  on  on  the  higher  levels.  It  is  there 
that  salient  personalities,  made  secure 
by  artificial  immunities,  may  oscillate 
most  widely  from  the  normal  track.  It 
is  within  that  entrenched  fold,  out  of 
reach  of  the  immemorial  certainties  of 
the  mob,  that  extraordinary  men  of  the 
lower  orders  may  find  their  city  of  ref- 
uge, and  breathe  a  clear  air.  This,  in- 
deed, is  at  once  the  hall-mark  and  the 
justification  of  a  genuine  aristocracy — 
that  it  is  beyond  responsibility  to  the 
general  masses  of  men,  and  hence  su- 
perior to  both  their  degraded  longings 
and  their  no  less  degraded  aversions.  It 
is  nothing  if  it  is  not  autonomous, 
curious,  venturesome,  courageous,  and 
everything  if  it  is.  It  is  the  custodian  of 
the  qualities  that  make  for  change  and 
experiment;  it  is  the  class  that  organizes 
danger  to  the  service  of  the  race;  it  pays 
for  its  high  prerogatives  by  standing  in 
the  forefront  of  the  fray. 

No  such  aristocracy,  it  must  be  plain, 
is  now  on  view  in  the  United  States. 
The  makings  of  one  were  visible  in  the 
Virginia  of  the  Eighteenth  Century,  but 
with  Jefferson  and  Washington  the 
promise  died.  In  New  England,  it  seems 
to  me,  there  was  never  anything  of  the 
sort,  either  in  being  or  in  nascency:  there 
was  only  a  theocracy  that  degenerated 
very  quickly  into  a  plutocracy  on  the 
one  hand  and  a  caste  of  sterile  pedants 
on  the  other — the  passion  for  God  split- 
ting into  a  lust  for  dollars  and  a  weak- 
ness for  mere  words.  Despite  the  com- 
mon notion  to  the  contrary — a  notion 
generated  by  confusing  literacy  with  in- 
telligence— the  New  England  of  the 
great  days  never  showed  any  genuine 
enthusiasm  for  ideas.  It  began  its  history 
as  a  slaughter-house  of  ideas,  and  it  is 
today  not  easily  distinguishable  from  a 


cold-storage  plant.  Its  celebrated  adven- 
tures in  mysticism,  once  apparently  so 
bold  and  significant,  are  now  seen 
to  have  been  little  more  than  an  elab- 
orate hocus-pocus — respectable  Unitar- 
ians shocking  the  peasantry  and  scaring 
the  horned  cattle  in  the  fields  by  mas- 
querading in  the  robes  of  Rosicrucians. 
The  notions  that  it  embraced  in  those 
austere  and  far-off  days  were  stale,  and 
when  it  had  finished  with  them  they 
were  dead.  So  in  politics.  Since  the  Civil 
War  it  has  produced  fewer  political 
ideas,  as  political  ideas  run  in  the  Re- 
public, than  any  average  county  in 
Kansas  or  Nebraska.  Appomattox  seemed 
to  be  a  victory  for  New  England  ideal- 
ism. It  was  actually  a  victory  for  the 
New  England  plutocracy,  and  that  plu- 
tocracy has  dominated  thought  above 
the  Housatonic  ever  since.  The  sect  of 
professional  idealists  has  so  far  dwindled 
that  it  has  ceased  to  be  of  any  impor- 
tance, even  as  an  opposition.  When  the 
plutocracy  is  challenged  now,  it  is  chal- 
lenged by   the  proletariat. 

Well,  what  is  on  view  in  New  England 
is  on  view  in  all  other  parts  of  the  nation, 
sometimes  with  ameliorations,  but  usu- 
ally with  the  colors  merely  exaggerated. 
What  one  beholds,  sweeping  the  eye 
over  the  land,  is  a  culture  that,  like  the 
national  literature,  is  in  three  layers — 
the  plutocracy  on  top,  a  vast  mass  of 
undifferentiated  human  blanks  bossed 
by  demagogues  at  the  bottom,  and  a 
forlorn  intelligentsia  gasping  out  a  pre- 
carious life  between.  I  need  not  set  out 
at  any  length,  I  hope,  the  intellectual 
deficiencies  of  the  plutocracy — its  utter 
failure  to  show  anything  even  remotely 
resembling  the  makings  of  an  aristocracy. 
It  is  badly  educated,  it  is  stupid,  it  is 
full  of  low-caste  superstitions  and  in- 
dignations, it  is  without  decent  traditions 
or  informing  vision;  above  all,  it  is  ex- 
traordinarily lacking  in  the  most  elemen- 
tal independence  and  courage.  Out  of 
this  class   comes  the  grotesque  fashion- 


42 


Constance  Rourke 


able  society  of  our  big  towns,  already 
described.  It  shows  all  the  stigmata  of 
inferiority — moral  certainty,  cruelty,  sus- 
picion of  ideas,  fear.  Never  does  it 
function  more  revealingly  than  in  the 
recurrent  pogroms  against  radicalism, 
i.e.,  against  humorless  persons  who,  like 
Andrew  Jackson,  take  the  platitudes  of 
democracy  seriously.  And  what  is  the 
theory  at  the  bottom  of  all  these  pro- 
ceedings? So  far  as  it  can  be  reduced  to 
comprehensible  terms  it  is  much  less  a 
theory  than  a  fear — a  shivering,  idiotic, 
discreditable  fear  of  a  mere  banshee — an 
overpowering,  paralyzing  dread  that 
some  extra-eloquent  Red,  permitted  to 
emit  his  balderdash  unwhipped,  may 
eventually  convert  a  couple  of  coura- 
geous men,  and  that  the  courageous  men, 
filled  with  indignation  against  the  plu- 
tocracy, may  take  to  the  highroad,  burn 
down  a  nail-factory  or  two,  and  slit  the 
throat  of  some  virtuous  profiteer. 

Obviously,  it  is  out  of  reason  to  look 
for  any  hospitality  to  ideas  in  a  class  so 
extravagantly  fearful  of  even  the  most 
palpably  absurd,  of  them.  Its  philosophy 
is  firmly  grounded  upon  the  thesis  that 
the  existing  order  must  stand  forever 
free  from  attack,  and  not  only  from  at- 
tack, but  also  from  the  mere  academic 
criticism,  and  its  ethics  are  firmly 
grounded  upon  the  thesis  that  every  at- 
tempt at  any  such  criticism  is  a  proof 
of  moral  turpitude.  Within  its  own  ranks, 
protected  by  what  may  be  regarded  as 
the  privilege  of  the  order,  there  is 
nothing  to  take  the  place  of  this  criticism. 
In  other  countries  the  plutocracy  has 
often  produced  men  of  reflective  and 
analytical  habit,  eager  to  rationalize  its 
instincts  and  to  bring  it  into  some  sort 
of  relationship  to  the  main  streams  of 
human  thought.  The  case  of  David  Ri- 
cardo  at  once  comes  to  mind,  and  there 
have  been  many  others:  John  Bright, 
Richard  Cobden,  George  Grote.  But  in 
the  United  States  no  such  phenomenon 
has  been  visible.  Nor  has  the  plutocracy 


ever  fostered  an  inquiring  spirit  among 
its  intellectual  valets  and  footmen,  which 
is  to  say,  among  the  gentlemen  who  com- 
pose headlines  and  leading  articles  for 
its  newspapers.  What  chiefly  distinguishes 
the  daily  press  of  the  United  States  from 
the  press  of  all  other  countries  pretend- 
ing to  culture  is  not  its  lack  of  truthful- 
ness or  even  its  lack  of  dignity  and  honor, 
for  these  deficiencies  are  common  to 
newspapers  everywhere,  but  its  incurable 
fear  of  ideas,  its  constant  effort  to  evade 
the  discussion  of  fundamentals  by  trans- 
lating all  issues  into  a  few  elemental 
fears,  its  incessant  reduction  of  all  reflec- 
tion to  mere  emotion.  It  is,  in  the  true 
sense,  never  well-informed.  It  is  seldom 
intelligent,  save  in  the  arts  of  the  mob- 
master.  It  is  never  courageously  honest. 
Held  harshly  to  a  rigid  correctness  of 
opinion,  it  sinks  rapidly  into  formalism 
and  feebleness.  Its  yellow  section  is 
perhaps  its  best  section,  for  there  the 
only  vestige  of  the  old  free  journalist 
survives.  In  the  more  respectable  papers 
one  finds  only  a  timid  and  petulant 
animosity  to  all  questioning  of  the  exist- 
ing order,  however  urbane  and  sincere — 
a  pervasive  and  ill-concealed  dread  that 
the  mob  now  heated  up  against  the 
orthodox  hobgoblins  may  suddenly  begin 
to  unearth  hobgoblins  of  its  own,  and  so 
run  amok.  .  .  . 


Constance  Rourke 
*  18854941 


Herself  a  writer  of  merit  and  a  student 
of  the  folk  backgrounds  of  our  literature, 
Constance  Rourke  published  in  1931  a 
book  called  American  humor:  a  study 

OF  THE  NATIONAL  CHARACTER  which  WOS 

acclaimed  at  once  and  has  been  remem- 
bered since  as  a  brilliantly  original  inter- 
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pretation  of  American  cultural  history. 
The  present  essay  is  drawn  from  the  final, 
summarizing  pages  of  that  book. 


Humor  in  America 

Humor  has  been  a  fashioning  instrument 
in  America,  cleaving  its  way  through 
the  national  life,  holding  tenaciously  to 
the  spread  elements  of  that  life.  Its  mode 
has  often  been  swift  and  coarse  and  ruth- 
less, beyond  art  and  beyond  established 
civilization.  It  has  engaged  in  warfare 
against  the  established  heritage,  against 
the  bonds  of  pioneer  existence.  Its  ob- 
jective— the  unconscious  objective  of  a 
disunited  people — has  seemed  to  be  that 
of  creating  fresh  bonds,  a  new  unity,  the 
semblance  of  a  society  and  the  rounded 
completion  of  an  American  type.  But  a 
society  has  not  been  palpably  defined 
either  in  life  or  in  literature.  If  literature 
is  a  gauge,  only  among  expatriates  has 
its  strong  semblance  existed,  without 
genuine  roots,  and  mixed  with  the  trag- 
ical. The  other  social  semblance  which 
has  come  into  the  common  view  is  that 
of  Main  Street. 

Nor  has  a  single  unmistakable  type 
emerged;  the  American  character  is 
still  split  into  many  characters.  The  comic 
upset  has  often  relaxed  rigidities  which 
might  have  been  more  significant  if 
taut;  individualism  has  sometimes  seemed 
to  wear  away  under  a  prolonged  com- 
mon laughter.  The  solvent  of  humor  has 
often  become  a  jaded  formula,  the 
comic  rebound  automatic — "laff  that 
off" — so  that  only  the  uneasy  habit  of 
laughter  appears,  with  an  acute  sensi- 
tivity and  insecurity  beneath  it  as 
though  too  much  had  been  laughed 
away.  Whole  phases  of  comedy  have 
become  empty;  the  comic  rejoinder  has 
become  every  man's  tool.  From  the  comic 
the  American  has  often  moved  to  a  cult 
of  the  comic.  But  a  characteristic  humor 


has  emerged,  quiet,  explosive,  com- 
petitive, often  grounded  in  good  humor, 
still  theatrical  at  bottom  and  full  of  large 
fantasy.  The  note  of  triumph  has  di- 
minished as  the  decades  have  proved 
that  the  land  is  not  altogether  an  Eden 
and  that  defeat  is  a  common  human 
portion.  Humor  has  moved  into  more 
difficult  areas  and  has  embraced  a  subtler 
range  of  feeling;  exaltation  of  the  com- 
mon American  as  the  national  type  has 
been  deflated.  Yet  what  must  still  be 
called  a  folk  strain  has  been  dominant; 
perhaps  it  is  still  uppermost;  the  great 
onset  of  a  Negro  art,  the  influence  of 
Negro  music,  and  popular  responses  to 
the  more  primitive  aspects  of  Negro 
expression  suggest  that  the  older  ab- 
sorption in  such  elements  is  unbroken. 
If  the  American  character  is  split  and 
many-sided  at  least  a  large  and  shadowy 
outline  has  been  drawn  by  the  many 
ventures  in  comedy. 

A  consistent  native  tradition  has  been 
formed,  spreading  over  the  country, 
surviving  cleavages  and  dispersals,  often 
growing  underground,  but  rising  to  the 
surface  like  some  rough  vine.  This 
ruthless  effort  has  produced  poetry,  not 
only  in  the  sense  that  primitive  concepts 
are  often  poetic,  but  keeping  the  poetic 
strain  as  a  domininant  strain.  Not  the 
realistic  sense,  which  might  have  been 
expected  of  a  people  who  call  themselves 
practical,  but  the  poetic  sense  of  life  and 
of  character  has  prevailed.  With  all  the 
hasty  experiment  this  tradition  has  re- 
vealed beauty,  and  wry  engaging  human 
twists.  It  has  used  subtle  idioms,  like  the 
quieter  Yankee  idiom;  it  has  contained 
the  dynamic  serenity  of  Whitman  and 
the  sensitive  discovering  genius  of  Henry 
James.  With  all  the  explosions  its  key 
has  often  remained  low;  this  tradition 
has  shown  an  effect  of  reserve,  as  if  in 
immediate  expression  and  in  its  large 
elements  something  were  withheld,  to 
be  drawn  upon  again.  It  has  produced 
two  major  patterns,  the  rhapsodic  and 
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the  understated,  whose  outlines  may  be 
traced  through  the  many  sequences  of 
popular  comedy  and  through  American 
literature;  regional  at  first,  they  have 
passed  far  beyond  the  regional. 

Clear  courses  have  been  drawn,  yet 
these  have  been  full  of  the  vagaries  that 
come  from  complex  experiment.  New 
themes  have  often  been  upturned  and 
penetrated  only  in  part.  The  epical 
promise  has  never  been  completely  ful- 
filled. Though  extravagance  has  been 
a  major  element  in  all  American  comedy, 
though  extravagance  may  have  its  in- 
comparable uses  with  flights  and  inclu- 
sions denied  the  more  equable  view,  the 
extravagant  vein  in  American  humor 
has  reached  no  ultimate  expression.  The 
comedy  of  Rabelais  provides  a  gauge,  or 
that  of  Ulysses.  On  the  other  hand  little 
equability  has  appeared,  only  a  few 
aspects  of  social  comedy;  and  emotion 
remains,  as  earlier,  submerged,  or  shaded 
and  subtle  and  indwelling.  T.  S.  Eliot 
has   voiced   an   insistent   mood. 

Well!  and  what  if  she  should  die  some  after- 
noon, 

Afternoon  gray  and  smoky,  evening  yellow 
and  rose; 

Should  die  and  leave  me  sitting  pen  in  hand 

With  the  smoke  coming  down  above  the 
housetops; 

Doubtful,  for  quite  a  while 

Not  knowing  what  to  feel  or  if  I  under- 
stand. .  .  . 

Set  against  this  self-consciousness  and 
disillusionment  are  further  primitive 
elements  of  American  life,  showing  them- 
selves in  the  continuance  of  the  cults,  in 
lodges,  parades,  masquerades,  as  in 
earlier  years,  in  shouts  like  "Hallelujah! 
I'm  a  bum!"  and  in  a  simple  persistent 
self-portraiture  not  unlike  that  to  which 
the  American  was  first  given.  He  still 
envisages  himself  as  an  innocent  in  re- 
lation to  other  peoples;  he  showed  the 
enduring  conviction  during  the  Great 
War.  He  is  still  given  to  the  rhapsody, 
the  monologue,   the  tale,   in  life  as   in 


literature.  Of  late  has  come  one  of  those 
absorptions  in  homely  retrospect  to 
which  the  American  mind  has  period- 
ically been  devoted;  common  and  comic 
characters,  pioneers,  orators,  evangelists, 
hoboes,  hold-up  men,  have  come  to  the 
fore  with  a  stream  of  old  story  and  song, 
often  engaging  the  same  Americans  who 
turn  to  Eliot  or  Robinson  or  Henry 
James. 

These  oddly  matched  aspects  of  the 
American  character  are  often  at  variance. 
Together  or  separated,  they  have  found 
no  full  and  complete  expression.  Who 
can  say  what  will  bring  fulfillment?  If 
this  comes  it  may  be  conditioned  by 
many  undetermined  elements  in  the  na- 
tional life  and  character,  by  outside 
impingements  even — since  Americans  are 
acutely  aware  of  these — like  that  which 
weighed  heavily  in  earlier  years,  the 
burden  of  British  opinion.  Its  effects 
are  still  not  altogether  resolved;  it  has 
been  noted  that  the  sharp  critiques 
offered  in  an  earlier  day  by  visiting 
foreigners  are  now  defined  by  Americans, 
often  as  though  they  had  merely  bor- 
rowed the  attitude.  The  involvement 
with  the  older  countries  is  genuine;  and 
the  task  looms  for  literature  of  absorb- 
ing traditions  of  the  older  world  as  part 
of  the  natural  American  heritage.  The 
alliances  must  be  instinctive  or  the 
fabric  will  be  seamy.  In  general  the 
American  creative  mind  has  lacked  the 
patience  and  humility  to  acquire  them, 
or  it  has  been  fearful  of  alienation  from 
American  sources. 

Against  full  use  of  the  native  tradition 
many  factors  are  set.  That  nomadic 
strain  which  has  run  through  all  Amer- 
ican life,  deeply  influencing  the  Amer- 
ican character,  is  now  accented  by  the 
conditions  of  modern  life;  and  the  native 
character  seems  to  grow  more  general- 
ized, less  specially  American.  Within 
the  space  of  a  lifetime  Henry  James  saw 
something  of  the  kind  happen;  in  later 
years    he   remarked   of   the   heroine    of 
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Vandora's  Box  that  she  could  no  longer 
"pass  for  quaint  or  fresh  or  for  exclusively 
native  to  any  one  tract  of  Anglo-Saxon 
soil."  Yet  the  main  outlines  of  the  Amer- 
ican character  still  persist;  American 
types  can  be  found  far  from  their  native 
habitat  and  unmistakable  in  outline, 
homeless  Yankees  in  Nebraska  or  fron- 
tiersmen in  Monte  Carlo,  and  others 
who  may  show  an  erosion  due  to  alien 
places  so  that  the  original  grain  has 
grown  dim,  but  who  show  that  grain. 

For  the  creative  writer  the  major  prob- 
lem seems  to  be  to  know  the  patternings 
of  the  grain;  and  these  can  hardly  be 
discovered  in  rich  color  without  under- 
standing of  the  many  sequences  of  the 
American  tradition  on  the  popular  side 
as  well  as  on  purely  literary  levels.  The 
writer  must  know,  as  Eliot  has  said,  "the 
mind  of  his  own  country — a  mind  which 
he  learns  in  time  to  be  much  more  im- 
portant than  his  own  private  mind."  A 
favored  explanation  for  the  slow  and 
spare  development  of  the  arts  in  America 
has  lain  in  stress  upon  the  forces  of 
materialism.  But  these  have  existed  in 
every  civilization;  they  have  even  at 
times  seemed  to  assist  the  processes  of 
art.  The  American  failure  to  value  the 
productions  of  the  artist  has  likewise 
been  cited;  but  the  artist  often  seems 
to  need  less  of  critical  persuasion  and 
sympathy  than  an  unstudied  association 
with  his  natural  inheritance.  Many  artists 
have  worked  supremely  well  with  little 
encouragement;  few  have  worked  with- 
out a  rich  traditional  store  from  which 
consciously  or  unconsciously  they  have 
drawn.  The  difficult  task  of  discovering 
and  diffusing  the  materials  of  the  Amer- 
ican tradition — many  of  them  still  buried 
— belongs  for  the  most  part  to  criticism; 
the  artist  will  steep  himself  in  the 
gathered  light.  In  the  end  he  may  use 
native  sources  as  a  point  of  radical  de- 
parture; he  may  seldom  be  intent  upon 
early  materials;  but  he  will  discover  a 
relationship   with   the  many   streams   of 


native  character  and  feeling.  The  single 
writer — the  single  production — will  no 
longer  stand  solitary  or  aggressive  but 
within   a   natural   sequence. 


Lionel  Trilling 
*  1905- 


Perhaps  no  commentator  on  native  cul- 
ture has  more  firmly  imprinted  his  per- 
sonality on  critical  readers  of  our  time 
than  Lionel  Trilling,  critic,  novelist,  and 
teacher  at  Columbia  University,  who 
may  be  said  to  represent  something  of 
America's  brooding  conscience,  com- 
mitted to  a  search  not  only  for  the  char- 
acteristic but  the  best.  In  addition  to 
essays  in  various  periodicals,  he  has 
written  studies  of  Matthew  Arnold,  E. 
M.  Forster,  and  Sigmund  Freud,  and  a 

novel,     THE     MIDDLE     OF     THE      JOURNEY 

(1947),  all  of  which  have  had  wide  in- 
fluence. His  definition  of  culture  as  a 
dialectic  rather  than  a  flow,  first  sug- 
gested in  his  book  on  Arnold,  but  re- 
peated in  the  penultimate  paragraph  of 
"Reality  in  America,"  has  provided  him 
and  other  critics  with  an  effective,  fresh 
approach  to  literary  interpretation.  The 
essay  first  appeared  in  the  partisan  re- 
view  in   1940;   it   is   reprinted   in   the 

LIBERAL      IMAGINATION       (1950),      which 

contains  much  of  Mr.  Trilling's  early  and 
most  influential  critical  comment.  Later 
essays  are  collected  in  the  opposing  self 
(1955)  and  a  gathering  of  fugitives 
(1956). 


Reality  in  America 

It  is  possible  to  say  of  V.  L.  Parrington 
that  with  his  Main  Currents  in  American 
Thought  he  has  had  an  influence  on  our 
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conception  of  American  culture  which 
is  not  equaled  by  that  of  any  other 
writer  of  the  last  two  decades.  His  ideas 
are  now  the  accepted  ones  wherever  the 
college  course  in  American  literature  is 
given  by  a  teacher  who  conceives  him- 
self to  be  opposed  to  the  genteel  and  the 
academic  and  in  alliance  with  the  vigor- 
ous and  the  actual.  And  whenever  the 
liberal  historian  of  America  finds  occasion 
to  take  account  of  the  national  literature, 
as  nowadays  he  feels  it  proper  to  do, 
it  is  Parrington  who  is  his  standard  and 
guide.  Parrington's  ideas  are  the  more 
firmly  established  because  they  do  not 
have  to  be  imposed — the  teacher  or  the 
critic  who  presents  them  is  likely  to  find 
that  his  task  is  merely  to  make  articulate 
for  his  audience  what  it  has  always  be- 
lieved, for  Parrington  formulated  in  a 
classic  way  the  suppositions  about  our 
culture  which  are  held  by  the  American 
middle  class  so  far  as  that  class  is  at 
all  liberal  in  its  social  thought  and  so  far 
as  it  begins  to  understand  that  literature 
has  anything  to  do  with  society. 

Parrington  was  not  a  great  mind;  he 
was  not  a  precise  thinker  or,  except 
when  measured  by  the  low  eminences 
that  were  about  him,  an  impressive  one. 
Separate  Parrington  from  his  informing 
idea  of  the  economic  and  social  de- 
termination of  thought  and  what  is 
left  is  a  simple  intelligence,  notable  for 
its  generosity  and  enthusiasm  but  cer- 
tainly not  for  its  accuracy  or  originality. 
Take  him  even  with  his  idea  and  he  is, 
once  its  direction  is  established,  rather 
too  predictable  to  be  continuously  in- 
teresting; and,  indeed,  what  we  dignify 
with  the  name  of  economic  and  social 
determinism  amounts  in  his  use  of  it  to 
not  much  more  than  the  demonstration 
that  most  writers  incline  to  stick  to  their 
own  social  class.  But  his  best  virtue  was 
real  and  important — he  had  what  we 
like  to  think  of  as  the  saving  salt  of 
the  American  mind,  the  lively  sense  of 
the   practical,    workaday   world,    of   the 


welter  of  ordinary  undistinguished  things 
and  people,  of  the  tangible,  quirky,  un- 
refined elements  of  life.  He  knew  what 
so  many  literary  historians  do  not  know, 
that  emotions  and  ideas  are  the  sparks 
that  fly  when  the  mind  meets  difficulties. 

Yet  he  had  after  all  but  a  limited 
sense  of  what  constitutes  a  difficulty. 
Whenever  he  was  confronted  with  a 
work  of  art  that  was  complex,  personal 
and  not  liberal,  that  was  not,  as  it  were, 
a  public  document,  Parrington  was  at  a 
loss.  Difficulties  that  were  complicated 
by  personality  or  that  were  expressed 
in  the  language  of  successful  art  did  not 
seem  quite  real  to  him  and  he  was  in- 
clined to  treat  them  as  aberrations, 
which  is  one  way  of  saying  what  every- 
body admits,  that  the  weakest  part  of 
Parrington's  talent  was  his  aesthetic  judg- 
ment. His  admirers  and  disciples  like  to 
imply  that  his  errors  of  aesthetic  judg- 
ment are  merely  lapses  of  taste,  but  this 
is  not  so.  Despite  such  mistakes  as  his 
notorious  praise  of  Cabell,  to  whom  in 
a  remarkable  passage  he  compares  Mel- 
ville, Parrington's  taste  was  by  no  means 
bad.  His  errors  are  the  errors  of  under- 
standing which  arise  from  his  assump- 
tions about  the  nature  of  reality. 

Parrington  does  not  often  deal  with 
abstract  philosophical  ideas,  but  when- 
ever he  approaches  a  work  of  art  we 
are  made  aware  of  the  metaphysics  on 
which  his  aesthetics  is  based.  There 
exits,  he  believes,  a  thing  called  reality; 
it  is  one  and  immutable,  it  is  wholly  ex- 
ternal, it  is  irreducible.  Men's  minds  may 
waver,  but  reality  is  always  reliable,  al- 
ways the  same,  always  easily  to  be 
known.  And  the  artist's  relation  to  re- 
ality he  conceives  as  a  simple  one.  Re- 
ality being  fixed  and  given,  the  artist  has 
but  to  let  it  pass  through  him,  he  is  the 
lens  in  the  first  diagram  of  an  elementary 
book  on  optics:  Fig.  1,  Reality:  Fig.  2, 
Artist;  Fig.  1',  Work  of  Art.  Figs.  1  and  V 
are  normally  in  virtual  correspondence 
with   each   other.    Sometimes   the   artist 


spoils  this  ideal  relation  by  "turning 
away  from"  reality.  This  results  in  cer- 
tain fantastic  works,  unreal  and  ultimately 
useless.  It  does  not  occur  to  Parrington 
that  there  is  any  other  relation  possible 
between  the  artist  and  reality  than  this 
passage  of  reality  through  the  transparent 
artist;  he  meets  evidence  of  imagination 
and  creativeness  with  a  settled  hostility 
the  expression  of  which  suggests  that  he 
regards  them  as  the  natural  enemies  of 
democracy. 

In  this  view  of  things,  reality,  al- 
though it  is  always  reliable,  is  always 
rather  sober-sided,  even  grim.  Parrington, 
a  genial  and  enthusiastic  man,  can  under- 
stand how  the  generosity  of  man's  hopes 
and  desires  may  leap  beyond  reality;  he 
admires  will  in  the  degree  that  he  sus- 
pects mind.  To  an  excess  of  desire  and 
energy  which  blinds  a  man  to  the  limita- 
tions of  reality  he  can  indeed  be  very 
tender.  This  is  one  of  the  many  mean- 
ings he  gives  to  romance  or  romanticism, 
and  in  spite  of  himself  it  appeals  to  some- 
thing in  his  own  nature.  The  praise  of 
Cabell  is  Parrington's  response  not  only 
to  Cabell's  elegance — for  Parrington 
loved  elegance — but  also  to  Cabell's 
insistence  on  the  part  which  a  beneficent 
self-deception  may  and  even  should  play 
in  the  disappointing  fact-bound  life  of 
man,  particularly  in  the  private  and  erotic 
part  of  his  life.1 

The  second  volume  of  Main  Currents 
is  called  The  Romantic  Revolution  in 
America  and  it  is  natural  to  expect  that 
the  word  romantic  should  appear  in  it 
frequently.  So  it  does,  more  frequently 
than  one  can  count,  and  seldom  with 
the  same  meaning,  seldom  with  the 
sense  that  the  word,  although  scan- 
dalously vague  as  it  has  been  used  by 
the    literary    historians,    is    still    full    of 

1  See,  for  example,  how  Parrington  ac- 
counts for  the  "idealizing;  mind" — Melville's 
— by  the  discrepancy  between  "a  wife  in  her 
morning  kimono"  and  "the  Helen  of  his 
dreams."  Vol.  II,  p.  259. 
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complicated  but  not  wholly  pointless 
ideas,  that  it  involves  many  contrary 
but  definable  things;  all  too  often  Par- 
rington uses  the  word  romantic  with  the 
word  romance  close  at  hand,  meaning 
a  romance,  in  the  sense  that  Graustark 
or  Treasure  Island  is  a  romance,  as 
though  it  signified  chiefly  a  gay  disregard 
of  the  limitations  of  everyday  fact.  Ro- 
mance is  refusing  to  heed  the  counsels 
of  experience  (p.  in);  it  is  ebullience 
(p.  iv);  it  is  utopianism  (p.  iv);  it  is 
individualism  (p.  vi);  it  is  self-decep- 
tion (p.  59) — "romantic  faith  ...  in 
the  beneficent  processes  of  trade  and 
industry"  (as  held,  we  inevitably  ask, 
by  the  romantic  Adam  Smith?);  it  is  the 
love  of  the  picturesque  (p.  49);  it  is  the 
dislike  of  innovation  (p.  50)  but  also  the 
love  of  change  (p.  iv);  it  is  the  senti- 
mental (p.  192);  it  is  patriotism,  and 
then  it  is  cheap  (p.  235).  It  may  be 
used  to  denote  what  is  not  classical,  but 
chiefly  it  means  that  which  ignores  re- 
ality (pp.  ix,  136,  143,  147,  and  passim); 
it  is  not  critical  (pp.  225,  235),  although 
in  speaking  of  Cooper  and  Melville,  Par- 
rington admits  that  criticism  can  some- 
times spring  from  romanticism. 

Whenever  a  man  with  whose  ideas  he 
disagrees  wins  from  Parrington  a  reluc- 
tant measure  of  respect,  the  word  ro- 
mantic is  likely  to  appear.  He  does  not 
admire  Henry  Clay,  yet  something  in 
Clay  is  not  to  be  despised — his  roman- 
ticism, although  Clay's  romanticism 
is  made  equivalent  with  his  inability 
to  "come  to  grips  with  reality."  Ro- 
manticism is  thus,  in  most  of  its 
significations,  the  venial  sin  of  Main 
Currents;  like  carnal  passion  in  the  In- 
ferno, it  evokes  not  blame  but  tender 
sorrow.  But  it  can  also  be  the  great  and 
saving  virtue  which  Parrington  recog- 
nizes. It  is  ascribed  to  the  transcendental 
reformers  he  so  much  admires;  it  is  said 
to  mark  two  of  his  most  cherished 
heroes,  Jefferson  and  Emerson:  "they 
were  both  romantics  and  their  idealism 
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was  only  a  different  expression  of  a 
common  spirit."  Parrington  held,  we  may 
say,  at  least  two  different  views  of  roman- 
ticism which  suggest  two  different  views 
of  reality.  Sometimes  he  speaks  of  reality 
in  an  honorific  way,  meaning  the  substan- 
tial stuff  of  life,  the  ineluctable  facts 
with  which  the  mind  must  cope,  but 
sometimes  he  speaks  of  it  pejoratively 
and  means  the  world  of  established  social 
forms;  and  he  speaks  of  realism  in  two 
ways:  sometimes  as  the  power  of  deal- 
ing intelligently  with  fact,  sometimes  as 
a  cold  and  conservative  resistance  to 
idealism. 

Just  as  for  Parrington  there  is  a  saving 
grace  and  a  venial  sin,  there  is  also  a 
deadly  sin,  and  this  is  turning  away  from 
reality,  not  in  the  excess  of  generous 
feeling,  but  in  what  he  believes  to  be  a 
deficiency  of  feeling,  as  with  Hawthorne, 
or  out  of  what  amounts  to  sinful  pride,  as 
with  Henry  James.  He  tells  us  that  there 
was  too  much  realism  in  Hawthorne  to 
allow  him  to  give  his  faith  to  the  tran- 
scendental reformers:  "he  was  too  much 
of  a  realist  to  change  fashions  in  creeds"; 
"he  remained  cold  to  the  revolutionary 
criticism  that  was  eager  to  pull  down  the 
old  temples  to  make  room  for  nobler." 
It  is  this  cold  realism,  keeping  Hawthorne 
apart  from  his  enthusiastic  contempo- 
raries, that  alienates  Parrington's  sym- 
pathy— "Eager  souls,  mystics  and  revolu- 
tionaries, may  propose  to  refashion  the 
world  in  accordance  with  their  dreams; 
but  evil  remains,  and  so  long  as  it  lurks 
in  the  secret  places  of  the  heart,  utopia 
is  only  the  shadow  of  a  dream.  And  so 
while  the  Concord  thinkers  were  pro- 
claiming man  to  be  the  indubitable  child 
of  God,  Hawthorne  was  critically  ex- 
amining the  question  of  evil  as  it  ap- 
peared in  the  light  of  his  own  experience. 
It  was  the  central  fascinating  problem  of 
his  intellectual  life,  and  in  pursuit  of  a 
solution  he  probed  curiously  into  the 
hidden,  furtive  recesses  of  the  soul."  Par- 
rington's disapproval  of  the  enterprise  is 
unmistakable. 


Now  we  might  wonder  whether  Haw- 
thorne's questioning  of  the  naive  and 
often  eccentric  faiths  of  the  transcen- 
dental reformers  was  not,  on  the  face 
of  it,  a  public  service.  But  Parrington 
implies  that  it  contributes  nothing  to 
democracy,  and  even  that  it  stands  in 
the  way  of  the  realization  of  democracy. 
If  democracy  depends  wholly  on  a  fight- 
ing faith,  I  suppose  he  is  right.  Yet 
society  is  after  all  something  that  exists 
at  the  moment  as  well  as  in  the  future, 
and  if  one  man  wants  to  probe  curiously 
into  the  hidden  furtive  recesses  of  the 
contemporary  soul,  a  broad  democracy 
and  especially  one  devoted  to  reality 
should  allow  him  to  do  so  without  despis- 
ing him.  If  what  Hawthorne  did  was 
certainly  nothing  to  build  a  party  on, 
we  ought  perhaps  to  forgive  him  when  we 
remember  that  he  was  only  one  man  and 
that  the  future  of  mankind  did  not  de- 
pend upon  him  alone.  But  this  very  fact 
serves  only  to  irritate  Parrington;  he  is 
put  out  by  Hawthorne's  loneliness  and 
believes  that  part  of  Hawthorne's  in- 
sufficiency as  a  writer  comes  from  his 
failure  to  get  around  and  meet  people. 
Hawthorne  could  not,  he  tells  us,  estab- 
lish contact  with  the  "Yankee  reality," 
and  was  scarcely  aware  of  the  "substan- 
tial world  of  Puritan  reality  that  Samuel 
Sewall   knew." 

To  turn  from  reality  might  mean  to 
turn  to  romance,  but  Parrington  tells  us 
that  Hawthorne  was  romantic  "only  in  a 
narrow  and  very  special  sense."  He  was 
not  interested  in  the  world  of,  as  it  were, 
practical  romance,  in  the  Salem  of  the 
clipper  ships;  from  this  he  turned  away 
to  create  "a  romance  of  ethics."  This  is 
not  an  illuminating  phrase  but  it  is  a 
catching  one,  and  it  might  be  taken  to 
mean  that  Hawthorne  was  in  the  tradi- 
tion of,  say,  Shakespeare;  but  we  quickly 
learn  that,  no,  Hawthorne  had  entered  a 
barren  field,  for  although  he  himself 
lived  in  the  present  and  had  all  the 
future  to  mold,  he  preferred  to  find  many 
of  his  subjects  in  the  past.  We  learn  too 


that  his  romance  of  ethics  is  not  admir- 
able because  it  requires  the  hard,  fine 
pressing  of  ideas,  and  we  are  told  that  "a 
romantic  uninterested  in  adventure  and 
afraid  of  sex  is  likely  to  become  some- 
what graveled  for  matter."  In  short,  Haw- 
thorne's mind  was  a  thin  one,  and  Par- 
rington  puts  in  evidence  his  use  of 
allegory  and  symbol  and  the  veiy  severity 
and  precision  of  his  art  to  prove  that  he 
suffered  from  a  sadly  limited  intellect, 
for  so  much  fancy  and  so  much  art  could 
scarcely  be  needed  unless  the  writer 
were  trying  to  exploit  to  the  utmost  the 
few  poor  ideas  that  he  had. 

Hawthorne,  then,  was  "forever  deal- 
ing with  shadows,  and  he  knew  that  he 
was  dealing  with  shadows."  Perhaps  so, 
but  shadows  are  also  part  of  reality  and 
one  would  not  want  a  world  without 
shadows,  it  would  not  even  be  a  "real" 
world.  But  we  must  get  beyond  Parring- 
ton's  metaphor.  The  fact  is  that  Haw- 
thorne was  dealing  beautifully  with  real- 
ities, with  substantial  things.  The  man 
who  could  raise  those  brilliant  and  serious 
doubts  about  the  nature  and  possibility 
of  moral  perfection,  the  man  who  could 
keep  himself  aloof  from  the  "Yankee 
reality"  and  who  could  dissent  from 
the  orthodoxies  of  dissent  and  tell  us  so 
much  about  the  nature  of  moral  zeal,  is 
of  course  dealing  exactly  with  reality. 

Parrington's  characteristic  weakness  as 
a  historian  is  suggested  by  his  title,  for 
the  culture  of  a  nation  is  not  truly  figured 
in  the  image  of  the  current.  A  culture 
is  not  a  flow,  nor  even  a  confluence;  the 
form  of  its  existence  is  struggle,  or  at 
least  debate — it  is  nothing  if  not  a  di- 
alectic. And  in  any  culture  there  are 
likely  to  be  certain  artists  who  contain  a 
large  part  of  the  dialectic  within  them- 
selves, their  meaning  and  power  lying  in 
their  contraditions;  they  contain  within 
themselves,  it  may  be  said,  the  very 
essence  of  the  culture,  and  the  sign  of 
this  is  that  they  do  not  submit  to  serve 
the  ends  of  any  one  ideological  group  or 
tendency.  It  is  a  significant  circumstance 
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of  American  culture,  and  one  which  is 
susceptible  of  explanation,  that  an  un- 
usually large  proportion  of  its  notable 
writers  of  the  nineteenth  century  were 
such  repositories  of  the  dialectic  of  their 
times — they  contained  both  the  yes  and 
the  no  of  their  culture,  and  by  that  token 
they  were  prophetic  of  the  future.  Par- 
rington  said  that  he  had  not  set  up  shop 
as  a  literary  critic;  but  if  a  literary  critic 
is  simply  a  reader  who  has  the  ability  to 
understand  literature  and  to  convey  to 
others  what  he  understands,  it  is  not  ex- 
actly a  matter  of  free  choice  whether  or 
not  a  cultural  historian  shall  be  a  literary 
critic,  nor  is  it  open  to  him  to  let  his 
virtuous  political  and  social  opinions  do 
duty  for  percipience.  To  throw  out  Poe 
because  he  cannot  be  conveniently  fitted 
into  a  theory  of  American  culture,  to 
speak  of  him  as  a  biological  sport  and  as 
a  mind  apart  from  the  main  current,  to 
find  his  gloom  to  be  merely  personal  and 
eccentric,  "only  the  atrabilious  wretched- 
ness of  a  dipsomaniac,"  as  Hawthorne's 
was  "no  more  than  the  skeptical  question- 
ing of  life  by  a  nature  that  knew  no 
fierce  storms,"  to  judge  Melville's  re- 
sponse to  American  life  to  be  less  noble 
than  that  of  Bryant  or  of  Greeley,  to 
speak  of  Henry  James  as  an  escapist,  as 
an  artist  similar  to  Whistler,  a  man  char- 
acteristically afraid  of  stress — this  is  not 
merely  to  be  mistaken  in  aesthetic  judg- 
ment; rather  it  is  to  examine  without 
attention  and  from  the  point  of  view  of 
a  limited  and  essentially  arrogant  con- 
ception of  reality  the  documents  which 
are  in  some  respects  the  most  suggestive 
testimony  to  what  America  was  and  is, 
and  of  course  to  get  no  answer  from 
them. 

Parrington  lies  twenty  years  behind  us, 
and  in  the  intervening  time  there  has 
developed  a  body  of  opinion  which  is 
aware  of  his  inadequacies  and  of  the 
inadequacies  of  his  coadjuctors  and 
disciples,  who  make  up  what  might  be 
called  the  literary  academicism  of  liberal- 
ism.   Yet  Parrington   still   stands   at  the 
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center  of  American  thought  about  Amer- 
ican culture  because,  as  I  say,  he  ex- 
pressed the  chronic  American  belief  that 
there  exists  an  opposition  between  re- 
ality and  mind  and  that  one  must  enlist 
oneself  in  the  party  of  reality. 
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Traditions  in  American 
Literature 

The  American  writer  is  a  human  being 
before  he  is  an  American,  and  he  writes 
out  of  his  own  congenital  temperament. 
The  too  simple  formulation  of  what  is  or 
is  not  an  American  expression  or  attitude 
has  first  to  explain  away  the  variety  in 
human  temperament.  Yet  he  does  write 


inside  the  American  milieu  and  that 
milieu  influences  what  he  feels  and  be- 
lieves. The  now  standard  history  of 
American  literature,  the  Literary  His- 
tory of  the  United  States  (1948),  says 
in  effect  that  a  happy  and  forward-look- 
ing literature  has  been  produced  by 
a  happy  and  forward-looking  people: 

It  has  been  a  literature  profoundly  influenced 
by  ideals  and  by  practices  developed  in  dem- 
ocratic living.  It  has  been  intensely  conscious 
of  the  aspirations  of  the  individual  in  such 
a  democracy  as  we  have  known  here.  It  has 
been  humanitarian.  It  has  been,  on  the 
whole,  an  optimistic  literature,  made  virile 
by  criticism  of  the  actual  in  comparison  with 
the  ideal. 

It  is  true  that  America  has  envisioned 
herself  as  the  land  of  new  opportunities 
and  great  expectations.  As  a  nation  Amer- 
ica has  been  optimistic.  It  does  not  fol- 
low that  the  bulk  of  American  literature 
has  been  optimistic.  Whether  inten- 
tionally or  not  the  editors  of  the  Literary 
History  have  imposed  a  tendentiousness 
on  American  literature  that  it  does  not, 
except  in  small  part,  actually  have.  And 
the  reason  why  they  have  done  so  is 
clear:  they  desire  a  literature  in  the 
service  of  democracy. 

Most  literature,  however,  is  written 
out  of  the  author's  vision  of  the  nature 
of  things,  a  vision  that  is  much  larger 
and  more  inclusive  than  a  political  sys- 
tem. He  may,  like  Melville,  Hawthorne, 
or  Faulkner,  create  a  vision  of  horror 
and  yet  be  a  democrat.  Perhaps  most 
good  writers  would  feel  a  little  uneasy 
with  the  label  "optimistic,"  and  with 
some  justice  they  might  say  that  a  better 
word  for  this  state  of  mind  is  innocence, 
the  state  to  which  optimism  aspires.  It  is 
the  better  word  too  because  it  suggests 
ironic  overtones.  They  could  say  that 
many  American  writers  have  discovered 
the  tension  inherent  in  the  doctrine  of 
innocence,  and,  furthermore,  that  many 
of  our  best  writers  have  been  anything 
but  optimistic. 


Probably  all  American  writers  are  in- 
fluenced by  their  country's  dream  of 
innocence.  The  horrors  of  Poe  or  Bierce 
or  those  in  the  novel  of  violence  may 
be  darker  than  they  might  have  been  if 
the  authors  were  not  American.  Haw- 
thorne and  Melville  wrote  with  the  ironic 
awareness  that  the  received  doctrine  was 
that  man  is  innocent.  Grotesqueries  as 
they  appear  in  Stephen  Crane,  Sher- 
wood Anderson,  Nathaniel  West,  Carson 
McCullers,  Truman  Capote,  Tennessee 
Williams  (there  is  a  School  of  the 
Grotesque)  have  lent  to  them  a  quality 
of  pathos  and  shock  by  their  American 
mise  en  scene.  America  was  not  sup- 
posed to  be  like  this,  to  let  such  things 
happen!  Their  grotesqueries  are  like  the 
corrupted  young  or  the  wicked  act  of 
the  dedicated  idealist,  doubly  a  be- 
trayal, doubly  evil.  Presumably  each  of 
these  and  other  writers  would  not  be 
what  they  are  were  it  not  that  innocence 
is  a  part  of  the  landscape,  a  part  of  the 
topographical  reaches  of  the  American 
mind.  The  desire  for  innocence,  aside 
from  the  question  of  the  ways  it  in- 
fluences American  conduct,  is  a  part  of 
the  national  character. 

In  Henry  Adams'  novel  Democracy 
(1880)  one  Baron  Jacobi  complains  bit- 
terly about  the  American's  vision  of  him- 
self as  a  citizen  of  a  nation  of  purity  and 
innocence: 

You  Americans  believe  yourself  to  be  ex- 
cepted from  the  operation  of  general  laws. 
You  care  not  for  experience.  I  have  lived 
seventy-five  years,  and  all  that  time  in  the 
midst  of  corruption.  I  am  corrupt  myself, 
only  I  do  have  the  courage  to  proclaim  it, 
and  you  others  have  not.  Rome,  Paris, 
Vienna,  Petersburg,  London,  all  are  corrupt, 
only  Washington  is  pure! 

He  goes  on  to  say  that  many  business 
men  and  local  legislators  are  corrupt — 
and  why  shouldn't  Americans  acknowl- 
edge that  evil  flourishes  among  them  as 
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much  as  it  does  anywhere  else.  A  half 
century  and  more  later  one  finds  Leslie 
Fiedler,  in  the  symposium  America  and 
the  Intellectuals  (1953)  writing  a  dra- 
matically exclamatory  paragraph  on  the 
American's  horrified  reaction  when  he 
discovers  that  all  is  not  innocent: 

Among  us,  nothing  is  winked  at  or  shrugged 
away;  we  are  being  eternally  horrified  at 
dope  addiction  or  bribery  or  war,  at  things 
accepted  in  older  civilizations  as  the  facts 
of  life,  scarcely  worth  a  tired  joke.  Even  tax 
evasion  dismays  us!  We  are  forever  feeling 
our  own  pulses,  collecting  statistics  to  dem- 
onstrate the  plight  of  the  Negro,  the  prev- 
alence of  divorce,  .  .  .  the  decline  of  family 
Bible  reading,  because  we  feel,  we  know 
that  a  little  while  ago  it  was  in  our  power, 
new  men  in  a  new  world  (and  even  now 
there  is  hope),  to  make  all  perfect. 

The  student  of  the  American  temper- 
ament could  collect  innumerable  quo- 
tations apposite  in  some  way  to  Amer- 
ica's desire  for  innocence.  There  is  no 
doubt  that  the  Jeffersonian  heritage, 
among  others,  has  helped  to  convince 
many  Americans  that  they  are  not  merely 
freer  from  prejudice  than  Europeans  but 
infinitely  freer  from  political  tyranny. 
Any  number  of  writers,  regardless  of  na- 
tionality, have  questioned  these  assump- 
tions. The  assumptions  remain.  The 
shocked  surprise,  to  take  a  single  ex- 
ample, provoked  by  expose  volumes — 
almost  an  industry  in  itself — suggests 
how  deeply  Americans,  in  intention,  as- 
sent to  their  Jeffersonian   doctrines. 

The  West,  the  frontiersman,  and  the 
cowboy  have,  of  course,  played  a  con- 
siderable part  in  the  American's  image 
of  himself.  The  "horse-opera"  and  books 
about  the  cowboy,  most  of  them  third 
or  fourth  rate  or  worse,  are  to  the  twen- 
tieth century  what  pastoral  poetry  was  to 
Renaissance  Europe.  Perhaps  no  small 
number  of  Americans  are  a  little  uneasy 
with  Stephen  Crane's  "The  Blue  Hotel" 
or  Steinbeck's  Of  Mice  and  Men  because 
they  seem,  by  the  sheer  fact  of  being 
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set  in  the  West,  a  questioning  of  the 
reassurance  and  hope  for  which  the 
West  as  symbol  stands. 

James  Fenimore  Cooper's  Leather- 
stocking,  especially  in  The  Prairie,  af- 
fords an  interesting  introduction  to  the 
plainsman  and  to  the  West  as  symbols 
of  American  innocence.  When  Leather- 
stocking  inhabits  the  settled  land  of  New 
York  State,  Cooper  feels  obliged  to  give 
him  a  relatively  low  place  in  the  social 
order — his  love  affairs,  if  they  may  be 
called  that,  are  kept  free  from  develop- 
ment by  the  impropriety  of  a  woodsman 
courting  a  genteel,  that  is  upper-class, 
heroine.  But  in  The  Prairie  the  social 
structure  of  the  East  is  not  greatly  in 
evidence,  and  Leatherstocking  is  seen 
against  the  backdrop  of  nature.  Susan 
Cooper  said  her  father  wished  he  had 
not  introduced  Captain  Middleton  and 
Inez  de  Certavallos,  genteel  aristocrats, 
and  his  reason  is  clear:  the  social  hier- 
archies of  civilization  interfere  with 
Leatherstocking:  freedom  and  his  be- 
ing apotheosized  as  a  symbol  of  natural 
wisdom.  Ironically  a  weakness  in  stories 
of  this  sort  is  that  the  tensions  of  civil- 
ization are  left  behind  and  the  resulting 
peacefulness,  though  momentarily  en- 
chanting, seems  unengaging  because  it 
is  undramatic. 

William  Faulkner's  "The  Bear"  may 
well  be  the  greatest  paean  to  innocence 
in  all  American  literature.  It  belongs,  of 
course,  to  the  latter  part  of  the  Faulkner 
canon,  beginning  with  Go  Down  Moses, 
of  which  it  is  a  section,  when  he  turns 
toward  a  vision  of  innocence  and  hope. 
Ike  McCaslin  is  a  kind  of  Leatherstock- 
ing. He  contemplates  Nature  as  bountiful, 
peaceful,  and  moral.  Civilization,  with 
its  lusts  and  axes  and  dirt,  has  destroyed 
it.  Ike  dreams  a  kind  of  Midsummer 
Night's  Dream  of  innocence,  and  of 
America  as  it  might  have  been. 

The  dream  of  innocence  has  also  con- 
tributed to  certain  reputations,  most 
notably  those  of  Mark  Twain  and  Walt 


Whitman.  Their  subject  matter  is  the 
West  and  innocence,  and  it  follows  (by 
association  though  not  by  logic)  that  they 
are  the  most  American  writers.  Twain 
wrote  a  number  of  declarations  of  inde- 
pendence from  the  Old  World.  He  wrote 
about  the  common  man.  He  took  the  tall 
tale,  an  indigenous  form,  and  gave  it 
literary  eminence.  Twain  himself  came 
from  Missouri,  the  very  heart  of  America, 
and  he  lived  near  and  worked  on  Amer- 
ica's mythic  river,  the  Mississippi.  He  was 
a  home  product,  at  once  comic,  shrewd, 
and  innocent.  The  pathetic  irony  of  his 
role  is  that  (it  is  the  conflict  of  visions 
again)  he  ended  his  life  terribly  disil- 
lusioned  and  pessimistic. 

Whitman  also  was  a  celebrant  of  the 
West  as  natural  innocence,  and  it  is 
instructive  that  most  propaganda  poetry 
and  most  "war  poetry"  has  been  written 
in  the  Whitman  idiom.  Karl  Shapiro  in 
Essay  on  Rime  says  of  epics  or  would- 
be  epics  written  by  his  contemporaries: 

The  bulk  of  these  fall  from  the  sanguine 

pens 
Of  Emersonian  and  Whitmanian  bards. 

Thoreau  had  his  own  version  of  the 
recovery  of  innocence:  one  sloughed  off 
old  conventions,  allowing  in  their  place 
new  organic  conventions  to  reveal  them- 
selves. Innocence,  too,  was  Emerson's 
message:  sorrow  is  "superficial"  and 
varieties  of  evil  are  "the  souls  mumps 
and  measles."  The  Sage  of  Concord 
does  not  speak  in  tones  that  sound  very 
compelling  to  twentieth-century  ears, 
but  most  certainly  he  was  the  dominant 
figure  in  his  own  era,  and  if  he  did  not 
begin  the  Genteel  Tradition  he  was,  in 
part,  its  prophet  and  lawgiver. 

Almost  the  whole  history  of  American 
fiction  in  the  late  nineteenth  century  and 
the  early  decades  of  the  twentieth  cen- 
tury can  be  brought  to  focus  by  demon- 
strating ways  in  which  it  was  in  reaction 
against  the  Genteel  Tradition.  Henry 
James  demanded  that  novelists  be  free 
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to  tell  the  truth  as  they  knew  it.  William 
Dean  Howells  bridged  the  world  of 
Emerson  and  the  "new  realism,"  first  by 
insisting  that  God's  goodness  and  truth 
are  in  "reality,"  then  by  showing,  as  in 
A  Hazard  of  New  Fortunes  that  the 
business  ethics  of  the  new  industrialism 
seemed  to  have  weakened  or  destroyed 
America's  moral  idealism.  Stephen  Crane 
wrote  Maggie  "to  show  people  to  people 
as  they  appear  to  me,"  and  Richard 
Watson  Gilder  declined  to  publish  it 
because,  so  it  is  said,  he  found  it  "too 
honest."  Crane  ridiculed  sentimental  fic- 
tion, demonstrated  that  a  bad  neighbor- 
hood environment  and  overly  righteous 
people  are  equally  destructive  agents, 
and  presented  Nature  as  "alien."  The- 
odore Dreiser's  Sister  Carrie  bluntly  gain- 
said the  belief  that  "virtuous  conduct"  is 
rewarded  and  "immoral  conduct"  is 
punished,  and  so  on.  Jack  London  and 
Frank  Norris  played  with  themes  bor- 
rowed from  Zola,  and  produced  a  fic- 
tion of  romantic  naturalism.  The  names 
in  the  history  of  "realism"  are  many: 
Edward  Eggleston,  Hamlin  Garland, 
Harold  Frederick,  Ed  Howe.  .  .  . 
When  Sinclair  Lewis  made  his  accept- 
ance speech  in  receiving  the  Nobel 
Award  in  1930  he  announced  the  final 
defeat  of  the  Genteel  Tradition, — of  one 
part  of  the  cult  of  innocence. 

But  the  tradition  of  innocence  did  not 
die  with  the  rise  of  realism.  One  finds 
it  in  a  variety  of  fiction,  in  Sherwood 
Anderson's  search  for  the  American 
soul  and  a  return  to  some  blessedness 
that  has  disappeared,  in  Thomas  Wolfe's 
romantic  search  and  his  anguished  cry 
that  he  cannot  go  home  again,  and  in 
William  Saroyan's  discovery  that  people 
are  zany  and  yet  somehow  wonderful. 
Perhaps  the  weakness  in  these  writers  is 
that  each  felt  he  could  find  or  rest  in  a 
state  of  innocence.  America's  vision  of 
innocence  has  not  invariably  passed 
into  literature  in  forms  that  seem  ma- 
ture or  able  to  resist  skeptical  gaze.  On 


the  other  hand,  some  of  the  best  of  her 
writers  have  been  preoccupied  with  it, 
and  have  found  therein  a  play  of  forces, 
moral  and  intellectual,  that  have  engaged 
them  significantly  and  seriously. 


Charles  Brockden  Brown,  the  first 
American  novelist,  wrote  tales  of  Gothic 
horror.  Edgar  Allan  Poe  envisioned  a 
universe  haunted,  malevolent,  and  in 
decay.  Hawthorne  believed  in  the  doc- 
trine of  original  sin,  and  he  discovered 
his  primary  subject  in  the  iron  righteous- 
ness of  the  New  England  conscience. 
Herman  Melville,  his  contemporary, 
possessed  a  profound  sense  of  the  human 
mind  as  the  carrier  of  long  forgotten 
terrors  and  violences,  and  he  inclined  to 
be  contemptuous  of  writers  who  had 
little  or  no  sense  of  man's  still  living 
in  the  presence  of  roaring  Niagaras. 
Twentieth-century  literature  in  Amer- 
ica looks  backward  to  Poe,  to  Haw- 
thorne, to  Melville,  as  much  as  to  Emer- 
son and  to  Whitman.  There  is  a 
Hawthorne  aspect,  as  well  as  a  Henry 
James  aspect,  to  T.  S.  Eliot's  poetry  (if 
he  may  still  be  regarded  as  American). 
There  is  a  Hawthorne  aspect  to  William 
Faulkner's  Light  in  August  and,  in  part, 
to  Absalom,  Absalom!  There  is  a  Melville 
aspect  to  the  "Hemingway  world"  and 
to  the  fiction  of  Robert  Penn  Warren. 
In  other  words,  there  is  a  continuity  to 
American  literature  that  envisions  worlds 
of  terror  or  horror. 

Poe  had  sufficient  reason  for  imagin- 
ing a  world  shrouded  in  darkness  and 
threatening  disaster.  But  his  decaying 
castles,  slimy  tarns,  and  "clammy  virgins" 
are  not  merely  the  projection  of  a  sick 
mind;  they  are  a  version  of  the  world. 
And  it  is  this — that  they  are  a  version 
of  the  world — that  has  caused  Allen 
Tate  to  speak  of  "Our  Cousin,  Mr.  Poe." 
Ambrose  Bierce  and  perhaps  Fitzjames 
O'Brien  are  the  only  significant  nine- 
teenth-century   American    writers    who 
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seem  very  close  to  Poe,  probably  be- 
cause it  is  unnatural  constantly  to  en- 
vision the  world  as  mad.  But  there  are 
awarenesses  in  Poe's  fiction  of  the  world 
as  mad  or  haunted  or  malevolent  that 
find  their  echoes  in  twentieth  century 
literature,  American  as  well  as  European. 
In  "Morella"  the  nature  of  human 
identity  is  discussed  very  explicitly,  and 
it  is  clear  that  Poe  was  not  satisfied  with 
Plato's  doctrine  of  the  soul  as  "one  ever- 
lastingly, and  single."  W.  B.  Yeats  in  the 
introduction  to  the  Oxford  Book  of 
Modern  Verse  said  modern  poets  are 
haunted  by  the  idea  of  the  human  mind 
as  flux.  Instances  might  be  quoted  from 
Pound's  Cantos  or  from  any  number  of 
poems  by  Conrad  Aiken.  Again,  Poe's 
generation  did  not  have  such  terms  as 
sadism,  masochism,  or  the  death  wish, 
but  Poe  understood  these  phenomena. 
Gertrude  Stein's  Melanctha,  Faulkner's 
Miss  Emily,  and  Warren's  Lilburne  Lewis 
are  all  cousins  to  Mr.  Poe. 

Nathaniel  Hawthorne  continued  the 
Gothic  tradition  in  something  like  direct 
descent  from  Mrs.  Radcliffe  and  Charles 
Brockden  Brown.  Wizards  and  witches 
hold  their  horrible  seances  in  dark  forests, 
portraits  have  mysterious  powers,  a  curse 
hangs  heavily  in  a  family  line,  the  wind 
and  even  flowers  can  be  malevolent. 
But  Hawthorne  was  not  preeminently  a 
teller  of  eerie  tales.  His  plots  were  fre- 
quently an  embarrasment  to  him.  His 
interest  was  the  psychology  of  evil, 
especially  as  he  knew  it,  historically  and 
contemporaneously,  in  New  England.  He 
believed  profoundly  in  man's  capacity 
for  evil,  and  he  was  amused  by,  or  con- 
temptuous of,  the  doctrines  of  innocence 
proposed  by  his  Transcendental  friends. 
He  admired  moral  fibre,  but  he  was 
fascinated  by  the  iron-like  morality  of 
the  Puritans  and  the  righteous  persecu- 
tion to  which  it  gave  rise. 

William  Faulkner  is  also  preoccupied 
with  rigidity  of  spirit,  which  he  sug- 
gests by  the  phrase  "iron  New  England 


dark"  and  which  he  develops  at  great 
length  in  his  anti-Calvinist  novel,  Light 
in  August.  None  of  Hawthorne's  iron 
men  is  more  intent  on  righteous  persecu- 
tion than  Simon  McEachern,  foster 
father  of  Joe  Christmas,  and  probably  no 
other  modern  novel  so  clearly  demon- 
strates the  evil  lurking  in  the  righteous 
mind.  Absalom,  Absalom!  also  deals  with 
rigidity  of  spirit,  but  this  time  Faulkner, 
a  master  of  violence,  uses  a  Gothic  form: 
father  and  brother  talking  on  dim  battle- 
fields, brother  shooting  brother,  the  de- 
capitation of  Sutpen,  the  "demon,"  with 
a  scythe,  a  once  great  house  roaring  in 
flames,  a  slack-jawed  idiot  seeming  to 
hover  half  disembodied  in  the  night. 
.  .  .  Yet  another  form  of  horror  is  in  his 
Sanctuary,  with  amoral  creatures  on  a 
cooling  ball  in  space  pusuing  their 
meaningless  lusts  of  flesh  and  spirit,  and 
coming  to  violent  deaths  or  vacuous 
ennui.  Novel  after  novel,  until  rather 
late  in  Faulkner's  career,  say,  and  in  a 
variety  of  ways,  that  life  is  a  condition 
of  violence  and  of  horror. 

In  Faulkner's  work  a  vision  of  in- 
nocence or  the  desire  for  innocence  has 
gradually  replaced  a  vision  of  horror.  In 
Ernest  Hemingway  the  two  visions  co- 
exist, contributing  to  the  dramatic  ten- 
sion and  ironic  tone  of  his  fiction.  The 
world  of  childhood  is  used  to  evoke  a 
sense  of  innocence,  but  set  against  it  are 
the  images  of  evil,  of  Africa,  Kilimanjaro, 
the  hyenas,  the  sea,  the  bullfight,  war. 
There  is  also  something  that  might  be 
called  the  Huck  Finn  aspect;  that  is,  the 
Hemingway  hero  will  have  nothing  to  do 
with  ordinary  civilization,  and,  like  Huck, 
he  takes  off  for  the  territory.  But,  and  this 
is  Hemingway's  double  vision,  the  evil 
is  there  too.  If  finally  the  truth  is  Nada 
it  is  a  truth  heard  by  innocent  ears,  and 
the  hearer  is  horror-struck. 

One  reason  behind  the  renewed  in- 
terest in  Melville  and  the  acceptance  of 
Robert  Penn  Warren  as  an  important 
novelist  is  that  both  writers  have  created 
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visions  of  horror  that  in  some  inevitable 
sense  seem  true.  The  thematic  similarity 
between  Pierre  or,  the  Ambiguities  and 
World  Enough  and  Time  might  suggest 
that  Robert  Penn  Warren's  fiction  in 
some  sense  derives  from  Herman  Mel- 
ville's fiction.  Warren  did  write  a  sympa- 
thetic essay  on  the  poetry  of  Melville, 
but  that  appeared  long  after  Warren  had 
established  himself  as  a  poet  and  novel- 
ist. The  influence  of  Conrad  or  Faulk- 
ner is  more  easily  demonstrable.  More 
interesting  than  direct  influences  are  the 
accidental  similarities,  in  points  of  view, 
attitudes,  and  vision.  Both  are  intensely 
moralistic  writers  who  have  struggled  to 
work  out  a  naturalistic  ethic.  Both  at- 
tempt to  reconcile  profound  skepticism 
with  an  equally  profound  idealism.  Nei- 
ther writer  belongs  to  what  Warren  had 
called  the  Captain  McWhirrs  of  liter- 
ature, the  writers  who  for  all  their  good 
will  or  courage  never  suffer  from  a  vision 
of  horror,  who  are  so  lacking  in  imagina- 
tion that  terror  is  beyond  them.  Melville 
of  course  created  his  own  Captain  Mc- 
Whirr  in  the  Captain  Delano  of  Benito 
Cereno,  and  in  his  essay  on  Hawthorne 
he  noted  his  preference  for  those  men 
who  dive  deep.  And  both  writers  have 
believed  profoundly  that  nature  seems 
or  is  alien  to  man's  spirit,  that  his  ideal- 
istic side  pulls  away  from  nature,  and, 
conversely,  that  nature  exerts  a  pull  to 
draw  man  deeply  into  herself.  Nature  is 
neither  to  be  denied  nor  unresisted,  for 
man  is  in  nature,  but  not  of  it. 

In  Melville's  "The  Encatadas"  there 
is  one  Oberlus  who  lived  with  the  turtles 
on  a  lava  island.  "So  warped  and  crooked 
was  his  strange  nature,  that  the  very 
handle  of  his  hoe  seemed  gradually  to 
have  shrunk  and  twisted  in  his  grasp, 
being  a  wretched  bent  stick,  elbowed 
more  like  a  savage's  war-sickle  than  a 
civilized  hoe-handle."  In  Warren's  All 
the  King's  Men  Jack  Burden  observes  a 
row  of  statutes  that  line  a  road  leading 
into  a  nerve  sanatorium: 


Between  the  regularly  spaced  oaks  stood 
pedestals  on  which  classical  marble-draped 
and  undraped,  male  and  female,  stained  by 
weathers  and  leaf  acid  and  encroaching 
lichen,  looking  as  though  they  had,  in  fact, 
sprouted  dully  out  of  the  clinging  black- 
green  humus  below  them — stared  out  at  the 
passer-by  with  the  faintly  pained,  heavy, 
incurious  unamazement  of  cattle.  The  gaze 
of  those  marble  eyes  must  have  been  the 
first  stage  in  the  treatment  the  neurotic  got 
when  he  came  out  to  the  sanatorium.  It  must 
have  been  like  smearing  a  cool  unguent  of 
time  on  the  hot  pustule  and  dry  itch  of  the 
soul. 

The  "dry  itch  of  the  soul"  and  the  con- 
junction of  "hot  pustule"  and  "soul" 
say  what  Warren's  fiction  as  a  whole  says, 
that  man  is  capable  of  great  good  and 
tremendous  evil.  He  is  at  once  in  na- 
ture and  above  it — and  his  conduct, 
human,  natural,  ethical,  is  determined  by 
this    fact. 


To  say  that  literature  is  experience 
may,  if  it  does  not  seem  merely  fatuous, 
seem  merely  another  way  of  saying  that 
literature  is  "knowledge"  or  "power"  or 
"a  criticism  of  life."  But  the  term  is 
useful:  sometimes  experience  uses  a  vi- 
sion of  innocence  to  encourage  hope,  and 
sometimes  to  criticize  excesses  of  hope; 
it  says  with  Lambert  Strether,  "Live  all 
you  can,  it's  a  mistake  not  to"  discover- 
ing refinements  of  mind,  imagination, 
and  sense;  it  helps  define  the  nature  of 
life  as  quotidian. 

American  poets,  from  Anne  Bradstreet 
to  Marianne  Moore,  present  a  view  of  the 
unusual  in  the  commonplace.  In  Emily 
Dickinson,  who  employed  a  most  homely 
diction,  New  England  had  a  poet  who 
domesticated  the  Old  Calvinist  vision. 
In  Robert  Frost  and  John  Crowe  Ran- 
som romantic  innocence  and  romantic 
horrors  are  disciplined  and  restrained. 
Frost  has  written,  "The  fact  is  the 
sweetest  dream  that  labor  knows,"  and 
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Ransom,  "I  am  shaken,  but  not  as  a  leaf." 
(In  E.  E.  Cummin gs,  Kenneth  Fearing, 
and  Karl  Shapiro  contemporary  poetry 
has  critics  of  the  Babbitt  type  of  in- 
nocence.) 

Henry  James  had  a  whole  gallery  of 
American  innocents,  Christopher  New- 
man, Isabel  Archer,  Milly  Theale,  Daisy 
Miller,  Lambert  Strether.  Perhaps  New- 
man, of  The  American  is  the  prototype 
of  them  all.  He  is  the  voyager  into  new 
experiences,  he  has  great  capacities  for 
hope,  and  he  is  trusting.  The  story  may 
be  summarized  as  the  conflict  between 
Newman's  artistic,  social  and  moral  in- 
nocence, and  the  Bellegarde's  knowing- 
ness,  strict  forms,  restraint,  and  guile. 
Newman  learns  the  importance  of  self- 
discipline,  of  forms,  proprieties,  and  the 
implication  is  that  Europe  could  learn 
from  him.  As  with  so  many  of  James' 
characters,  Newman  makes  terms  with 
necessity  without  falling  into  despond- 
ency or  hopelessness. 

A  surprising  number  of  modern  fiction 
writers  in  America  have  found  one  of 
their  major  themes  in  causing  characters 
to  pursue  romantic  dreams  and  abso- 
lutes, and  coming  to  terms  with  or  being 
destroyed  by  the  consequences.  The  be- 
ginnings seem  to  be  with  Henry  James, 
but  those  who  follow  are  legion:  Edith 
Wharton,  Willa  Cather,  Scott  Fitzgerald, 
Glenway  Wescott,  Caroline  Gordon, 
Katherine  Anne  Porter,  James  Gould 
Cozzens,  and  Lionel  Trilling.  Each  is 
concerned  with  the  phenomenon  Allen 
Tate  called  "positive  Platonism,"  that  is, 
a  "cheerful  confidence  in  the  limitless 
powers   of   man." 

Edith  Wharton,  commonly  seen  as  the 
most  distinguished  of  the  immediate 
followers  of  James,  may  be  said  to  have 
found  her  major  theme  in  explaining 
the  need  for  compromise.  That  certainly 
is  the  theme  of  her  The  Age  of  In- 
nocence. Mrs.  Wharton  ordinarily  is  not 
especially  witty  or  humorous,  but  in  "The 
Other   Two"   she   had   written    a   finely 


humorous  story  about  compromise.  It 
concerns  the  slow  and  ironic  recognition 
on  the  part  of  husband  number  three 
that  his  wife  owes  her  undoubted  charms 
to  having  lived  with  her  two  earlier  hus- 
bands; from  the  first,  who  was  lower 
middle  class  in  taste,  she  learned  to  ap- 
preciate delicacy,  and  from  the  other, 
who  had  had  "advantages"  but  was 
a  little  on  the  libertine  side,  she  learned 
to  respect  fidelity  and  loyalty.  Husband 
number  three  comes  finally  to  his  dis- 
covery one  afternoon  when  circumstances 
have  caused  all  of  them  to  be  present  in 
his  drawing  room.  The  men  are  embar- 
rassed, but  she,  who  has  faced  and  sur- 
mounted difficulties  before,  is  her  charm- 
ing self.  He  finds  his  discovery  painful, 
but  accept  he  does,  wryly  appreciative. 

Willa  Cather,  who  also  learned  a  good 
deal  from  James,  is,  though  less  ironic, 
like  Edith  Wharton  in  understanding 
muted  joys.  She  understands  the  strange- 
ness, pain  and  pleasure  of  "obscure  des- 
tinies," and  the  deep  satisfaction  in 
simple,  unostentatious,  and  even  hard 
conditions  of  life.  Miss  Cather's  knowl- 
edge of  frontier,  village  and  farm  life 
may  have  given  her  an  even  fuller  un- 
derstanding of  the  pretentious  and  the 
meretricious.  Professor  St.  Peter,  in  her 
fine  novel  The  Professors  House,  tries 
to  understand  what  had  brought  him  to 
the  edge  of  suicide,  and  he  says  to  him- 
self: "Perhaps  the  mistake  was  merely  an 
attitude  of  mind.  He  had  never  learned 
how  to  live  without  delight." 

Scott  Fitzgerald  provides  a  classic 
instance  of  romantic  innocence  defeated. 
Jay  Gatsby  is  presented  as  a  prototype 
of  American  innocence  and  hopefulness: 
defeat  is  impossible  to  him  and  even 
time  can  be  brought  to  a  standstill,  or 
life  can  be  relived  and  mistakes  refined 
into  non-existence.  Each  of  his  pro- 
tagonists, like  the  one  in  "Babylon  Re- 
visited," is  asked  to  recognize  that  the 
snow  is  "real  snow."  He  is  subjected  to 
a  series  of  tests  which,  at  long  last,  force 
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him  to  face  the  consequences  of  living 
with  sentiments  that  were  ill-understood, 
of  having  confused  illusion  and  reality. 
Similar  statements,  modified  to  suit  their 
special  preocupations  and  subject  mat- 
ters, might  be  made  about  the  fiction  of 
Glenway  Wescott,  Caroline  Gordon, 
Katherine  Anne  Porter,  James  Gould 
Cozzens — and  about  still  other  writers 
who,  consciously  or  not,  write  in  the 
tradition  of  Henry  James.  However  in- 
dividualized their  subject  matter  and 
tone,  qualities  they  have  in  common 
are  the  surprise  that  attends  failure  and 
the  pathos  that  attends  making  friends 
with  death,  time  and  necessity. 


John  A.  Kouwenhoven 
*  1909- 


Formerly  an  editor  of  harper's  mag- 
azine, John  A.  Kouwenhoven  teaches 
literature  in  its  relation  to  allied  arts  at 
Barnard  College.  Known  for  his  essays  in 
such  periodicals  as  harper's,  the  At- 
lantic monthly,  and  the  yale  review 
and  for  his  pictorial  histories,  adventures 
in    America,    1857-1900     (1938)    and 

THE    COLUMBIA   HISTORICAL    PORTRAIT    OF 

new  york  (1953),  he  is  better  known 
as  a  cultural  historian  whose  made  in 

AMERICA:  THE  ARTS  IN  MODERN  CIVILIZA- 
TION (1948)  brought  to  single  perspec- 
tive such  apparently  disparate  elements 
of  our  culture  as  technology,  architec- 
ture, the  fine  arts,  the  movies,  literature, 
and  jazz.  The  present  essay  is  reproduced 
from  a  paper  read  in  1954  at  the  Amer- 
ican Civilization  Seminar  at  Columbia 
University;  it  appeared  in  another  ver- 
sion in  the  Colorado  quarterly  in  1955, 
and,  slightly  shortened  from  the  form 
here  given,  in  harper's  magazine  in 
1956. 


What  Is  American  about 
America? 

The  discovery  of  America  is,  in  our  time, 
a  very  popular  pastime.  Universities  and 
colleges  which,  a  generation  ago,  almost 
ignored  American  literature  and  art,  now 
frequently  offer  interdepartmental  pro- 
grams in  American  Studies,  in  which 
the  student  may  focus  his  major  work. 
The  editors  of  The  Partisan  Review  as 
well  as  the  editors  of  Life  devote  whole 
issues  of  their  magazines  to  explorations 
of  our  native  culture.  Scarcely  a  week 
goes  by  without  someone's  publishing  a 
new  book  of  travels  in  the  bright  conti- 
nent. The  anthropologists,  native  and 
foreign,  have  discovered  that  the  natives 
of  Middletown  and  Plainville  are  as 
amazing  and  as  interesting  as  the  natives 
of  better  known  communities  such  as 
the  Trobriand  Islands  and  Samoa.  And 
the  magazines  provide  a  steady  flow  of 
articles  by  journalists,  historians,  sociol- 
ogists, and  philosophers  who  want  to 
explain  America  to  itself,  or  to  them- 
selves, or  to  others. 

The  discoverers  of  America  have,  of 
course,  been  describing  their  experiences 
ever  since  Captain  John  Smith  wrote  his 
first  book  about  America  almost  350 
years  ago.  But  as  Smith  himself  noted, 
not  everyone  "who  hath  bin  at  Virginia, 
understandeth  or  knowes  what  Virginia 
is."  Indeed,  just  a  couple  of  years  ago  the 
Carnegie  Corporation,  which  contributes 
to  the  support  of  a  number  of  American 
Studies  programs,  entitled  its  Quarterly 
Report  "Who  Knows  America?,"  and 
went  on  to  imply  that  nobody  does,  not 
even  "our  lawmakers,  journalists,  civic 
leaders,  diplomats,  teachers  and  others." 

There  is,  of  course,  the  possibility 
that  some  of  the  writers  who  have  ex- 
plored, vicariously  or  in  person,  this 
country's  past  and  present  may  have 
come  to  understand  or  know  what  Amejc- 
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ica  is.  But  how  is  the  lay  inquirer  and 
the  student  to  know  which  accounts  to 
trust?  Especially  since  most  of  the  ex- 
plorers seem  to  have  found  not  one  but 
two  or  more  antipodal  and  irreconcilable 
Americas.  The  Americans,  we  are  con- 
vincingly told,  are  the  most  materialistic 
of  peoples,  and,  on  the  other  hand,  they 
are  the  most  idealistic;  the  most  revolu- 
tionary, and  conversely,  the  most  con- 
servative; the  most  rampantly  individual- 
istic, and,  simultaneously,  the  most  gre- 
garious and  herd-like;  the  most  irreverent 
toward  their  elders,  and,  contrariwise, 
the  most  abject  worshippers  of  "Mom." 
They  have  an  unbridled  admiration  of 
everything  big,  from  bulldozers  to 
bosoms;  and  they  are  in  love  with  every- 
thing diminutive,  from  the  "small  hotel" 
in  the  song  to  the  "little  woman"  in  the 
kitchen. 

Maybe,  as  Henry  James  thought  when 
he  wrote  The  American  Scene,  it  is 
simply  that  the  country  is  "too  large  for 
any  human  convenience,"  too  diverse 
in  geography  and  in  blood  strains  to 
make  sense  as  any  sort  of  unit.  Whatever 
the  reason,  the  conflicting  evidence  turns 
up  wherever  you  look,  and  the  observer 
has  to  content  himself  with  some  sort 
of  pluralistic  conception.  Santayana's 
way  out  was  to  say  that  the  American 
mind  was  split  in  half,  one  half  symbol- 
ized by  the  skyscraper,  the  other  by 
neat  reproductions  of  Colonial  mansions 
(with  surreptitious  modern  conven- 
iences). "The  American  will,"  he  con- 
cluded, "inhabits  the  skyscraper;  the 
American  intellect  inherits  the  Colonial 
mansion."  Mark  Twain  also  defined  the 
split  in  architectural  terms,  but  more 
succinctly:  American  houses,  he  said, 
had  Queen  Anne  fronts  and  Mary  Ann 
behinds. 

And  yet,  for  all  the  contrarities,  for  all 
that  Henry  Ford  spent  the  millions  he 
made  out  of  destroying  the  past  in  an 
effort  to  revive  its  square  dances  and 
handicrafts,    there    remains    something 


which  I  think  we  all  feel  to  be  distinc- 
tively American,  some  quality  or  char- 
acteristic underlying  the  polarities  which 
— as  Henry  James  himself  went  on  to 
say — seems  to  make  the  American  way  of 
doing  things  differ  more  from  any  other 
nation's  way  than  the  ways  of  any  two 
other  nations  differ  from  each  other. 

I  am  aware  of  the  risks  in  generaliz- 
ing. And  yet  it  would  be  silly,  I  am  con- 
vinced, to  assert  that  there  are  not  cer- 
tain things  which  are  more  American 
than  others.  Take  the  New  York  City 
skyline,  for  example — that  ragged  and 
glorious  man-made  Sierra  at  the  eastern 
edge  of  the  continent.  Clearly,  in  the 
minds  of  immigrants  and  returning 
travellers,  in  the  iconography  of  the 
ad-men  who  use  it  as  a  backdrop  for 
the  bourbon  and  airplane  luggage  they 
are  selling,  in  the  eyes  of  poets  and  of 
military  strategists,  it  is  one  of  the  prime 
American  symbols. 

Let  me  start,  then,  with  the  Man- 
hatten  skyline  and  list  a  few  things  which 
occur  to  me  as  distincively  American. 
Then,  when  we  have  the  list,  let  us  see 
what,  if  anything,  these  things  have  in 
common.  Here  are  a  dozen  items  to  con- 
sider: 

1.  The  Manhattan  skyline 

2.  The  gridiron  town  plan 

3.  The  skyscraper 

4.  The  model-T  Ford 

5.  Jazz 

6.  The  constitution 

7.  Mark   Twain's   writing 

8.  Whitman's  Leaves  of  Grass 

9.  Comic   strips 

10.  Soap  operas 

11.  Assembly-line  production 

12.  Chewing  Gum 

Here  we  have  a  round  dozen  artifacts 
which  are,  it  seems  to  me,  recognizably 
American,  not  likely  to  have  been  pro- 
duced elsewhere.  Granted  that  some  of 
us  take  more  pleasure  in  some  of  them 
than  in  others — that  many  people  vastly 
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prefer  soap  opera  to  Leaves  of  Grass, 
while  others  think  Mark  Twain's  story- 
telling is  less  offensive  than  chewing 
gum — all  twelve  items  are,  I  believe, 
widely  held  to  be  indigenous  to  our  cul- 
ture. The  fact  that  many  people  in  other 
lands  like  them  too,  and  that  some  of 
them  are  nearly  as  acceptable  overseas 
as  they  are  here  at  home,  does  not  in 
any  way  detract  from  their  obviously 
American  character.  It  merely  serves  to 
remind  us  that  to  be  American  does  not 
mean  to  be  inhuman — a  fact  which,  in 
certain  moods  of  self-criticism,  we  are 
inclined  to  forget. 

What,  then,  is  the  "American"  quality 
which  these  dozen  items  share?  And 
what  can  that  quality  tell  us  about  the 
character  of  our  culture,  about  the  na- 
ture of  our  civilization? 


Those  engaged  in  discovering  America 
often  begin  by  discovering  the  Man- 
hattan skyline,  and  here  as  well  as  else- 
where they  discover  apparently  irrecon- 
cilable opposites.  They  notice  at  once 
that  it  doesn't  make  any  sense,  in  human 
or  aesthetic  terms.  It  is  the  product  of 
insane  politics,  greed,  competitive  osten- 
tation, megalomania,  the  worship  of  false 
gods.  Its  products,  in  turn,  are  traffic 
jams,  bad  ventilation,  noise,  and  all  the 
other  ills  that  metropolitan  flesh  is  heir 
to.  And  the  net  result  is,  illogically 
enough,  one  of  the  most  exaltedly  beauti- 
ful things  man  has  ever  made. 

Perhaps  this  paradoxical  result  will  be 
less  bewildering  if  we  look  for  a  moment 
at  the  formal  and  structural  principles 
which  are  involved  in  the  skyline.  It  may 
be  helpful  to  consider  the  skyline  as  we 
might  consider  a  lyric  poem,  or  a  novel, 
if  we  were  trying  to  analyze  its  aesthetic 
quality. 

Looked  at  in  this  way,  it  is  clear  that 
the  total  effect  which  we  call  "the  Man- 
hattan skyline"  is  made  up  of  almost  in- 


numerable buildings,  each  in  competi- 
tion (for  height,  or  glamor,  or  efficiency, 
or  respectability)  with  all  of  the  others. 
Each  goes  its  own  way,  as  it  were,  in  a 
carnival  of  rugged  architectural  indi- 
vidualism. And  yet — as  witness  the  uni- 
versal feeling  of  exaltation  and  aspiration 
which  the  skyline  as  a  whole  evokes — 
out  of  this  irrational,  unplanned,  and 
often  infuriating  chaos,  an  unforeseen 
unity  has  evolved.  No  building  ever 
built  in  New  York  was  placed  where  it 
was,  or  shaped  as  it  was,  because  it 
would  contribute  to  the  aesthetic  effect 
of  the  skyline — lifting  it  here,  giving  it 
mass  there,  or  lending  a  needed  em- 
phasis. Each  was  built,  all  those  now 
under  construction  are  being  built,  with 
no  thought  for  their  subordination  to 
any  over-all  affect. 

What,  then,  makes  possible  the  fluid 
and  ever-changing  unity  which  does,  in 
fact,  exist?  Quite  simply,  there  are  two 
things,  both  quite  simple  in  themselves, 
which  do  the  job.  If  they  were  not  sim- 
ple, they  would  not  work;  but  they  are, 
and  they  do. 

One  is  the  gridiron  pattern  of  the 
city's  streets — the  same  basic  pattern 
which  accounts  for  Denver,  Houston, 
Little  Rock,  Birmingham  and  almost  any 
American  town  you  can  name,  and  the 
same  pattern  which,  in  the  form  of 
square  townships,  sections,  and  quarter 
sections,  was  imposed  by  the  Ordinance 
of  1785  on  almost  continental  scale. 
Whatever  its  shortcomings  when  com- 
pared with  the  "discontinuous  street 
patterns"  of  modern  planned  communi- 
ties, this  artificial  geometric  grid — im- 
posed upon  the  land  without  regard  to 
contours  or  any  preconceived  pattern  of 
social  zoning — had  at  least  the  quality  of 
rational  simplicity.  And  it  is  this  simple 
gridiron  street  pattern  which,  horizon- 
tally, controls  the  spacing  and  arrange- 
ment of  the  rectangular  shafts  which  go 
to  make  up  the  skyline. 

The  other  thing  which  holds  the  sky- 
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line's  diversity  together  is  the  structural 
principle  of  the  skyscraper.  When  we 
think  of  individual  buildings,  we  tend  to 
think  of  details  of  texture,  color,  and 
form,  of  surface  ornamentation  or  the 
lack  of  it.  But  as  elements  in  Manhattan's 
skyline,  these  things  are  of  little  conse- 
quence. What  matters  there  is  the  verti- 
cal thrust,  the  motion  upward;  and  that 
is  the  product  of  cage  or  skeleton,  con- 
struction in  steel — a  system  of  construc- 
tion which  is,  in  effect,  merely  a  three 
dimensional  variant  of  the  gridiron  street 
plan,  extending  vertically  instead  of 
horizontally. 

The  aesthetics  of  cage,  or  skeleton,  con- 
struction have  never  been  fully  analyzed, 
nor  am  I  equipped  to  analyze  them.  But 
as  a  lay-observer,  I  am  struck  by  funda- 
mental differences  between  the  effect 
created  by  height  in  the  RCA  building 
at  Radio  City,  for  example,  and  the  ef- 
fect created  by  height  in  Chartres  cathe- 
dral or  in  Giotto's  Campanile.  In  both  the 
latter  (as  in  all  the  great  architecture  of 
the  past)  proportion  and  symmetry,  the 
relation  of  height  to  width,  are  con- 
stituent to  the  effect.  One  can  say  of  a 
Gothic  cathedral,  this  tower  is  too  high; 
of  a  Romanesque  dome,  this  is  top- 
heavy.  But  there  is  nothing  inherent  in 
cage  construction  which  would  invite 
such  judgements.  A  true  skyscraper  like 
the  RCA  building  could  be  18  or  20 
stories  taller,  or  ten  or  a  dozen  stories 
shorter  without  changing  its  essential 
aesthetic  effect.  Once  steel  cage  construc- 
tion has  passed  a  certain  height,  the  ef- 
fect of  transactive  upward  motion  has 
been  established;  from  there  on,  the 
point  at  which  you  cut  it  off  is  arbitrary 
and  makes  no  difference. 

Those  who  are  familiar  with  the  his- 
tory of  the  skyscraper  will  remember 
how  slowly  this  fact  was  realized.  Even 
Louis  Sullivan — greatest  of  the  early 
skyscraper  architects — thought  in  terms 
of  having  to  close  off  and  climax  the  up- 
ward motion  of  the  tall  building  with  an 


"attic"  or  cornice.  His  lesser  contem- 
poraries worked  for  years  on  the  blind 
assumption  that  the  proportion  and 
symmetry  of  masonry  architecture  must 
be  preserved  in  the  new  technique.  If 
with  the  steel  cage  one  could  go  higher 
than  with  load-bearing  masonry  walls, 
the  old  aesthetic  effects  could  be  counter- 
feited by  dressing  the  facade  as  if  one 
or  more  buildings  had  been  piled  on  top 
of  one  another — each  retaining  the  il- 
lusion of  being  complete  in  itself.  You 
can  still  see  such  buildings  in  New  York: 
the  first  five  stories  perhaps  a  Graeco- 
Roman  temple,  the  next  ten  a  neuter 
warehouse,  and  the  final  five  or  six  an 
Aztec  pyramid.  And  that  Aztec  pyramid 
is  simply  a  cheap  and  thoughtless  equiva- 
lent of  the  more  subtle  Sullivan  cornice. 
Both  attempt  to  close  and  climax  the  up- 
ward thrust,  to  provide  something  simi- 
lar to  the  Katharsis  in  Greek  tragedy. 

But  the  logic  of  cage  construction  re- 
quires no  such  climax.  It  has  less  to  do 
with  the  inner  logic  of  masonry  forms 
than  with  that  of  the  old  Globe- Wernicke 
sectional  bookcases,  whose  interchange- 
able units  (with  glass-flap  fronts)  antici- 
pated by  fifty  years  the  modular  unit 
systems  of  so-called  modern  furniture. 
Those  bookcases  were  advertised  in  the 
nineties  as  "always  complete  but  never 
finished" — a  phrase  which  could  with 
equal  propriety  have  been  applied  to  the 
Model-T  Ford.  Many  of  us  remember 
with  affection  that  admirably  simple 
mechanism,  forever  susceptible  to  added 
gadgets  or  improved  parts,  each  of  which 
was  interchangeable  with  what  you  al- 
ready had. 

Here,  then,  are  the  two  things  which 
serve  to  tie  together  the  otherwise  ir- 
relevant components  of  the  Manhattan 
skyline:  the  gridiron  ground  plan  and 
the  three-dimensional  vertical  grid  of 
steel  cage  construction.  And  both  of 
these  are  closely  related  to  one  another. 
Both  are  composed  of  simple  and  in- 
finitely repeatable  units. 
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It  was  the  French  architect,  Le  Cor- 
busier,  who  first  noted  the  relation  be- 
tween New  York's  skyscrapers  and  Amer- 
ican jazz.  The  city,  he  said,  is  "hot  jazz 
in  stone  and  steel."  At  first  glance  this 
may  sound  as  if  it  were  merely  a  slick 
updating  of  Schelling's  "Architecture 
...  is  frozen  music,"  but  it  is  more 
than  that  if  one  thinks  in  terms  of  the 
structural  principles  we  have  been  dis- 
cussing and  the  structural  principles  of 
jazz. 

Let  me  begin  by  making  clear  that  I 
am  using  the  term  jazz  in  its  broadest 
significant  application.  There  are  circum- 
stances in  which  it  is  important  to 
define  the  term  with  considerable  pre- 
cision, as  when  you  are  involved  in  dis- 
cussion with  a  disciple  of  one  of  the 
many  cults,  orthodox  or  progressive, 
which  devote  themselves  to  some  partic- 
ular sub-species  of  jazz.  But  in  our  pres- 
ent context  we  need  to  focus  upon  what 
all  the  sub-species  (Dixieland,  Bebop, 
Swing,  or  Cool  Jazz)  have  in  common; 
in  other  words,  we  must  neglect  the  by 
no  means  uninteresting  qualities  which 
differentiate  one  from  another,  since  it  is 
what  they  have  in  common  which  can 
tell  us  most  about  the  civilization  which 
produced  them. 

There  is  no  definition  of  jazz,  aca- 
demic or  otherwise,  which  does  not  ac- 
knowledge that  its  essential  ingredient 
is  a  particular  kind  of  rhythm.  Improvi- 
sation is  also  frequently  mentioned  as  an 
essential;  but  even  if  it  is  true  that 
jazz  always  involves  improvisation,  that 
would  not  distinguish  it  from  a  good  deal 
of  Western  European  music  of  the  past. 
It  is  the  distinctive  rhythm  which  dif- 
ferentiates all  types  of  jazz  from  all  other 
music  and  which  gives  to  all  of  its  types 
a  basic  family  resemblance. 

It  is  not  easy  to  define  that  distinctive 
rhythm.  Winthrop  Sargeant  has  de- 
scribed it  as  the  product  of  two  super- 


imposed devices:  syncopation  and  poly- 
rhythm,  both  of  which  have  the  effect 
of  constantly  upsetting  rhythmical  ex- 
pectations. Andre  Hodeir,  in  his  recent 
analysis  of  Jazz:  Its  Evolution  and  Es- 
sence, speaks  of  "an  unending  alterna- 
tion" of  syncopations  and  of  notes  played 
on  the  beat,  which  "gives  rise  to  a  kind 
of  expectation  that  is  one  of  jazz's 
subtlest  effects." 

As  you  can  readily  hear,  if  you  listen 
to  any  jazz  performance  (whether  of  the 
Louis  Armstrong,  Benny  Goodman,  or 
Charlie  Parker  variety),  the  rhythmical 
effect  depends  upon  there  being  a  clearly 
defined  basic  rhythmic  pattern  which 
enforces  the  expectations  which  are  to  be 
upset.  That  basic  pattern  is  the  4/4  or 
2/4  beat  which  underlies  all  jazz.  Hence 
the  importance  of  the  percussive  instru- 
ments in  jazz:  the  drums,  the  guitar  or 
banjo,  the  bull  fiddle,  the  piano.  Hence 
too  the  insistent  thump,  thump,  thump, 
thump  which  is  so  boring  when  you  only 
half-hear  jazz — either  because  you  are  too 
far  away,  across  the  lake  or  in  the  next 
room,  or  simply  because  you  will  not 
listen  attentively.  But  hence  also  the 
delight,  the  subtle  effects,  which  good 
jazz  provides  as  the  melodic  phrases 
evade,  anticipate,  and  return  to,  and 
then  again  evade  the  steady  basic  four- 
beat  pulse  which  persists,  implicitly  or 
explicitly,    throughout   the   performance. 

In  other  words,  the  structure  of  a  jazz 
performance  is,  like  that  of  the  New  York 
Skyline,  a  tension  of  cross-purposes.  In 
jazz  at  its  characteristic  best,  each  player 
seems  to  be — and  has  the  sense  of  being 
— on  his  own.  Each  goes  his  own  way, 
inventing  rhythmic  and  melodic  patterns 
which,  superficially,  seem  to  have  as 
little  relevance  to  one  another  as  the 
U.N.  building  does  to  the  Empire  State. 
And  yet  the  outcome  is  a  dazzlingly 
precise  creative  unity. 

That  unity  of  effect  is,  of  course,  the 
result  of  the  very  thing  which  each  of 
the  players  is  flouting:  namely,  the  basic 
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4/4  beat — that  simple  rhythmic  grid- 
iron of  identical  and  infinitely  extenda- 
ble units  which  holds  the  performance 
together.  As  Louis  Armstrong  once 
wrote,  you  would  expect  that  if  every 
man  in  a  band  "had  his  own  way  and 
could  play  as  he  wanted,  all  you  would 
get  would  be  a  lot  of  jumbled  up,  crazy 
noise."  But,  as  he  goes  on  to  say,  that 
does  not  happen,  because  the  players 
know  "by  ear  and  sheer  musical  instinct" 
just  when  to  leave  the  underlying  pat- 
tern and  when  to  get  back  on  it.  What  it 
adds  up  to  is  that  jazz  is  the  first  art  form 
to  give  full  expression  to  Emerson's  ideal 
of  a  union  which  is  perfect  only  "when 
all  the  uniters  are  isolated."  That  Emer- 
son's ideal  is  deeply  rooted  in  our  na- 
tional experience  need  not  be  argued. 
Turner  quotes  a  letter  written  by  a 
frontier  settler  to  friends  back  East, 
which  in  simple,  unselfconscious  words 
expresses  the  same  reconciling  of  op- 
posites.  "It  is  a  universal  rule  here,"  the 
frontiersman  wrote,  "to  help  one  another, 
each  one  keeping  an  eye  single  to  his 
own  business."  One  need  only  remember 
that  the  Constitution  itself,  by  providing 
for  a  federation  of  separate  units,  be- 
came the  infinitely  extendable  frame- 
work for  the  process  of  reconciling  lib- 
erty and  unity  over  vast  areas  and  con- 
flicting interests.  Its  seven  brief  articles, 
providing  for  checks  and  balances  be- 
tween interests,  classes,  and  branches  of 
the  government  establish,  in  effect,  the 
underlying  beat  which  gives  momentum 
and  direction  to  a  political  process  which 
Richard  Hofstadter  has  called  "a  har- 
monious system  of  mutual  frustration" — 
a  description  which  fits  a  jazz  perform- 
ance as  well  as  it  fits  our  politics. 

The  aesthetic  effects  of  jazz,  as  you 
can  readily  see,  have  as  little  to  do  with 
symmetry  and  proportion  as  have  those 
of  a  skyscraper.  Like  the  skyscraper,  a 
jazz  performance  need  not  build  to  an 
organically  required  climax;  it  can  sim- 
ply cease.   The  "piece"  which  the  mu- 


sicians are  playing  may,  and  often  does, 
have  a  rudimentary  Aristotelian  pattern 
of  beginning,  middle,  and  end;  but  the 
jazz  performance  need  not.  In  tradi- 
tional Western  European  music  themes 
are  developed.  In  jazz  they  are  toyed 
with  and  dismantled.  There  is  no  in- 
herent reason  why  the  jazz  performance 
should  not  continue  for  another  12  or  16 
or  24  or  32  measures  (for  these  are  the 
rhythmic  cages  which  in  jazz  correspond 
to  the  cages  of  a  steel  skeleton  in  archi- 
tecture). As  in  the  skyscraper,  the 
aesthetic  effect  is  one  of  motion,  in  this 
case  horizontal  rather  than  vertical.  Jazz 
rhythms  create  what  can  only  be  called 
momentum.  When  the  rhythm  of  one 
voice  (say  the  trumpet,  off  on  a  rhyth- 
mic and  melodic  excursion)  lags  behind 
the  underlying  beat,  its  four-beat  meas- 
ure carries  over  beyond  the  end  of  the 
underlying  beat's  measure  into  the  suc- 
ceeding one,  which  has  already  begun. 
When  the  trumpet  anticipates  the  beat, 
it  starts  a  new  measure  before  the  steady 
underlying  beat  has  ended  one.  And  the 
result  is  an  exhilarating  forward  motion 
which  the  jazz  trumpeter  Wingy  Manone 
once  described  as  "feeling  an  increase 
in  tempo  though  you're  still  playing  at 
the  same  tempo."  Hence  the  importance 
in  jazz  of  timing,  and  hence  the  delight 
and  amusement  of  the  so-called  "break," 
in  which  the  basic  4/4  beat  ceases  and 
a  soloist  goes  off  on  a  flight  of  rhythmic 
and  melodic  fancy  which  nevertheless 
comes  back  surprisingly  and  unerringly 
to  encounter  the  beat  precisely  where  it 
would  have  been  if  it  had  kept  going. 

Once  the  momentum  is  established,  it 
can  continue  until — after  an  interval  dic- 
tated by  some  such  external  factor  as  the 
conventional  length  of  phonograph  rec- 
ords or  the  endurance  of  dancers — it 
stops.  And  as  if  to  guard  against  any 
Aristotelian  misconceptions  about  an 
end,  it  is  likely  to  stop  on  an  unresolved 
chord,  so  that  harmonically  as  well  as 
rhythmically  everything  is  left  up  in  the 
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air.  Even  the  various  coda-like  devices 
employed  by  jazz  performers  at  dances, 
such  as  the  corny  old  "without  a  shirt" 
phrase  of  blessed  memory,  are  harmoni- 
cally unresolved.  They  are  merely  con- 
ventional ways  of  saying  "we  quit,"  not, 
like  Beethoven's  insistent  codas,  ways  of 
saying  "There  now;  that  ties  off  all  the 
loose  ends;  I'm  going  to  stop  now;  done; 
finished;  concluded;  signed,  sealed,  de- 
livered; hie  iacet." 


Thus  far,  in  our  discussion  of  dis- 
tinctively "American"  things,  we  have 
focussed  chiefly  upon  twentieth-century 
items.  But  the  references  to  the  rec- 
tangular grid  pattern  of  cities  and  town- 
ships and  to  the  constitution  should  re- 
mind us  that  the  underlying  structural 
principles  with  which  we  are  concerned 
are  deeply  embedded  in  our  civilization. 
To  shift  the  emphasis,  however,  let  us 
look  at  item  number  7  on  our  list:  Mark 
Twain's  writing. 

Mark's  writing  was,  of  course,  very 
largely  the  product  of  oral  influences. 
He  was  a  born  story-teller,  and  he  al- 
ways insisted  that  the  oral  form  of  the 
humorous  story  was  high  art.  Its  essential 
tool  (or  weapon),  he  said,  is  the  pause 
— which  is  to  say,  timing.  "If  the  pause 
is  too  long  the  impressive  point  is 
passed,"  he  wrote,  "and  the  audience 
have  had  time  to  divine  that  a  surprise 
is  intended — and  then  you  can't  surprise 
them,  of  course."  In  other  words,  he  saw 
the  pause  as  a  device  for  upsetting  ex- 
pectations, like  the  jazz  "break." 

In  his  essay  on  "How  to  Tell  a  Story," 
Mark  differentiated  between  the  comic 
story  (which  he  said  was  English),  the 
witty  story  (which  he  said  was  French) 
and  the  humorous  story  (which  he  said 
originated  in  America  and  stayed  at 
home).  The  comic  and  witty  stories,  he 
pointed  out,  depended  for  their  effect  on 
the  matter  dealt  with;  the  humorous 
story  depended  upon  the  manner  of  tell- 


ing it.  (That  business  of  the  pause,  of 
course,  is  simply  a  question  of  manner.) 

Mark,  as  you  know,  was  by  no  means 
a  formal  perfectionist.  In  fact  he  took 
delight  in  being  irreverent  about  literary 
form.  Take,  for  example,  his  account  of 
the  way  Pudd'nhead  Wilson  came  into 
being. 

It  started  out  to  be  a  story  called 
"Those  Extraordinary  Twins,"  about  a 
youthful  freak  consisting,  as  he  said,  of 
"a  combination  of  two  heads  and  four 
arms  joined  to  a  single  body  and  a  single 
pair  of  legs — and  I  thought  I  would 
write  an  extravagantly  fantastic  little 
story  with  this  freak  of  nature  for  hero 
— or  heroes — a  silly  young  miss  for 
heroine,  and  two  old  ladies  and  two 
boys  for  the  minor  parts." 

But  as  he  got  writing  the  tale,  it  kept 
spreading  along  and  other  people  got  to 
intruding  themselves — among  them  Pud- 
d'nhead, and  a  woman  named  Roxana, 
and  a  young  fellow  named  Tom  Driscoll, 
who — before  the  book  was  half  finished 
— had  taken  things  almost  entirely  into 
their  own  hands  and  were  "working  the 
whole  tale  as  a  private  venture  of  their 
own." 

From  this  point,  I  want  to  quote  Mark 
directly,  because  in  the  process  of  mak- 
ing fun  of  fiction's  formal  conventions 
he  employs  a  technique  which  is  the 
verbal  equivalent  of  the  jazz  "break" — 
a  technique  of  which  he  was  a  master. 

When  the  book  was  finished,  and  I  came 
to  look  round  to  see  what  had  become  of 
the  team  I  had  originally  started  out  with — 
Aunt  Patsy  Cooper,  Aunt  Betsy  Hale,  the 
two  boys,  and  Rowena  the  light-weight  hero- 
ine— they  were  nowhere  to  be  seen;  they 
had  disappeared  from  the  story  some  time  or 
other.  I  hunted  about  and  found  them — 
found  them  stranded,  idle,  forgotten,  and 
permanently  useless.  It  was  very  awkward.  It 
was  awkward  all  around;  but  more  particu- 
larly in  the  case  of  Rowena,  because  there  was 
a  lovematch  on,  between  her  and  one  of  the 
twins  that  constituted  the  freak,  and  I  had 
worked  it  up  to  a  blistering  heat  and  thrown 
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in  a  quite  dramatic  love-quarrel  [Now  watch 
Mark  take  off  like  a  jazz  trumpeter  flying  off 
on  Ms  own  in  a  fantastic  break]  wherein  Ro- 
wena  scathingly  denounced  her  betrothed 
for  getting  drunk,  and  scoffed  at  his  explana- 
tion of  how  it  had  happened,  and  wouldn't 
listen  to  it,  and  had  driven  him  from  her  in 
the  usual  "forever"  way;  and  now  here  she 
sat  crying  and  broken  hearted;  for  she  had 
found  that  he  had  spoken  only  the  truth; 
that  it  was  not  he  but  the  other  half  of  the 
freak,  that  had  drunk  the  liquor  that  made 
him  drunk;  that  her  half  was  a  prohibitionist 
and  had  never  drunk  a  drop  in  his  life,  and, 
although  tight  as  a  brick  three  days  in  the 
week,  was  wholly  innocent  of  blame;  and, 
indeed,  when  sober  was  constantly  doing  all 
he  could  to  reform  his  brother,  the  other  half, 
who  never  got  any  satisfaction  out  of  drink- 
ing anyway,  because  liquor  never  affected 
him.  [Now  he's  going  to  get  back  on  the 
basic  beat  again.]  Yes,  here  she  was, 
stranded  with  that  deep  injustice  of  hers 
torturing  her  poor  heart. 

Now  I'll  have  to  summarize  again. 
Mark  didn't  know  what  to  do  with  her. 
He  couldn't  just  leave  her  there,  of 
course,  after  making  such  a  to-do  over 
her;  he'd  have  to  account  to  the  reader 
for  her  somehow.  So  he  finally  decided 
that  all  he  could  do  was  "give  her  the 
grand  bounce."  It  grieved  him,  because 
he'd  come  to  like  her  after  a  fashion, 
"notwithstanding  she  was  such  an  ass 
and  said  such  stupid,  irritating  things 
and  was  so  nauseatingly  sentimental"; 
but  it  had  to  be  done.  So  he  started 
Chapter  Seventeen  with:  "Rowena  went 
out  in  the  back  yard  after  supper  to  see 
the  fireworks  and  fell  down  the  well  and 
got  drowned." 

It  seemed  abrupt,  [Mark  went  on]  but  I 
thought  maybe  the  reader  wouldn't  notice 
it,  because  I  changed  the  subject  right  away 
to  something  else.  Anyway,  it  loosened  up 
Rowena  from  where  she  was  stuck  and  got 
her  out  of  the  way,  and  that  was  the  main 
thing.  It  seemed  a  prompt  good  way  of  weed- 
ing out  people  that  had  got  stalled,  and  a 
plenty  good  enough  way  for  those  others; 
so  I  hunted  up  the  two  boys  and  said  they 


went  out  back  one  night  to  stone  the  cat  and 
fell  down  the  well  and  got  drowned.  Next 
I  searched  around  and  found  Aunt  Patsy 
Cooper  and  Aunt  Betsy  Hale  where  they 
were  aground,  and  said  they  went  out  back 
one  night  to  visit  the  sick  and  fell  down  the 
well  and  got  drowned.  I  was  going  to  drown 
some  of  the  others,  but  I  gave  up  the  idea, 
partly  because  I  believed  that  if  I  kept  that 
up  it  would  arouse  attention,  .  .  .  and 
partly  because  it  was  not  a  large  well  and 
would  not  hold  any  more  anyway. 

That  was  a  long  excursion — but  it 
makes  the  point:  that  Mark  didn't  have 
much  reverence  for  conventional  story 
structure.  Even  his  greatest  book,  which 
is  perhaps  also  the  greatest  book  written 
on  this  continent — Huckleberry  Finn — is 
troublesome.  One  can  scarcely  find  a 
criticism  of  the  book  which  does  not 
object,  for  instance,  to  the  final  epi- 
sodes, in  which  Tom  rejoins  Huck  and 
they  go  through  that  burlesque  business 
of  "freeing"  the  negro  Jim — who  is,  it 
turns  out,  already  free.  But,  as  T.  S. 
Eliot  was,  I  think,  the  first  to  observe, 
the  real  structure  of  Huckleberry  Finn 
has  nothing  to  do  with  the  traditional 
form  of  the  novel,  with  exposition,  cli- 
max, and  resolution.  Its  structure  is  like 
that  of  the  great  river  itself,  without 
beginning  and  without  end.  Its  structural 
units,  or  "cages,"  are  the  episodes  of 
which  it  is  composed.  Its  momentum  is 
that  of  the  tension  between  the  river's 
steady  flow  and  the  eccentric  superim- 
posed rhythms  of  Huck's  flights  from,  and 
near  recapture  by,  the  restricting  forces 
of  routine  and  convention.  It  is  not  a 
novel  of  escape,  starting  in  confinement 
and  culminating  in  long-sought  freedom. 
Huck  is  free  at  the  beginning,  having 
"lit  out"  from  the  Widow  Douglas's. 
He  is  lured  back  by  one  of  Tom's  fan- 
tastic schemes  and  is  in  renewed  danger 
of  being  civilized,  when  he  lights  out 
again.  And  so  it  goes  until  at  the  very 
end  of  the  book  with  the  imminent 
prospect  of  being  "civilized"  by  still  an- 
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other  "Aunt,"  he  announces  he  is  ready 
to  "light  out"  again.  Looked  at  in  this 
way,  it  is  clear  that  Huckleberry  Finn 
has  as  little  need  of  a  "conclusion"  as 
has  a  skyscraper  or  a  jazz  performance. 
Questions  of  proportion  and  symmetry 
are  as  irrelevant  in  its  structure  as  they 
are  in  the  total  effect  of  the  New  York 
Skyline. 

There  is  not  room  here  for  more  than 
brief  reference  to  the  other  "literary" 
items  on  our  list:  Whitman's  Leaves  of 
Grass,  comic  strips,  and  soap  opera.  Per- 
haps it  is  enough  to  remind  you  that 
Leaves  of  Grass  has  discomfited  many  a 
critic  by  its  lack  of  symmetry  and  pro- 
portion, and  that  Whitman  himself  in- 
sisted: "I  round  and  finish  little,  if  any- 
thing; and  could  not,  consistently  with 
my  scheme."  As  for  the  words  of  true 
poems,  Whitman  said  in  the  "Song  of 
the  Answerer"  (using  almost  the  identical 
phraseology  he  had  first  used  in  the  prose 
preface  to  the  1855  edition  of  the 
Leaves), 

They  bring  none  to  his  or  her  terminus  or  to 
be  content  and  full, 

Whom  they  take  they  take  into  space  to  be- 
hold the  birth  of  stars,  to  learn  one  of 
the  meanings, 

To  launch  off  with  absolute  faith,  to  sweep 
through  the  ceaseless  rings  and  never 
be  quiet  again. 

Although  this  is  not  the  place  for  a 
detailed  analysis  of  Whitman's  verse 
techniques,  it  is  worth  noting  in  passing, 
how  the  rhythm  of  these  lines  reinforces 
their  logical  meaning.  The  basic  rhyth- 
mical unit,  throughout,  is  a  three  beat 
phrase.  (The  first  quoted  line  com- 
prises two  such  units:  "They  bring  none 
to  his  or  her  terminus  /  or  to  be  content 
and  full";  the  second  and  third  lines 
both  comprise  three.)  Superimposed 
upon  the  basic  three-beat  measure  there 
is  a  flexible,  non-metrical  rhythm  of 
rhetorical  phrasing.  That  rhythm  is  con- 
trolled in  part  by  the  visual  effect  of  the 


arrangement  in  long  lines,  to  each  of 
which  the  reader  tends  to  give  equal 
duration,  and  in  part  by  the  punctuation 
within  the  lines.  For  example,  the  comma 
after  the  second  three-beat  measure  in 
line  two  tends,  since  line  one  also  con- 
sisted of  two  such  measures,  to  establish 
an  expectation  of  rest  which  is  upset  by 
the  line's  continuing  for  another  measure; 
then,  in  the  final  line,  the  placement  of 
the  comma  reverses  the  pattern,  requiring 
a  rest  after  the  first  measure  and  dou- 
bling up  the  remaining  two. 

It  is,  therefore,  the  tension  between 
the  flexible,  superimposed  rhythms  of 
the  rhetorical  patterns  and  the  basic 
three-beat  measure  of  the  underlying 
framework  which  unites  with  the  im- 
agery and  the  logical  meaning  of  the 
words  to  give  the  passage  its  restless, 
sweeping  movement.  It  is  this  tension, 
and  other  analogous  aspects  of  the  struc- 
ture of  Leaves  of  Grass  which  give  to  the 
book  that  "vista"  which  Whitman  him- 
self claimed  for  it.  If  I  may  apply  to  it 
T.  S.  Eliot's  idea  about  Huckleberry 
Finn,  the  structure  of  the  Leaves  is 
open  at  the  end.  Its  key  poem  may  well 
be,  as  D.  H.  Lawrence  believed,  the 
"Song  of  the  Open  Road." 

As  for  the  comics  and  soap  opera, 
they  too — on  their  own  frequently  hum- 
drum level — have  devised  structures 
which  provide  for  no  ultimate  climax, 
which  come  to  no  end  demanded  by 
symmetry  or  proportion.  In  them  both 
there  is  a  shift  in  interest  away  from  the 
"How  does  it  come  out?"  of  traditional 
storytelling  to  "How  are  things  going?" 
In  a  typical  installment  of  Harold  Gray's 
Orphan  Annie,  the  final  panel  shows 
Annie  walking  purposefully  down  a  path 
with  her  dog,  Sandy,  saying:  "But  if 
we're  goin',  why  horse  around?  It's  a 
fine  night  for  walkin'  .  .  .  C'mon,  Sandy 
.  .  .  Let's  go  .  .  ."  (It  doesn't  even  end 
with  a  period,  or  full  stop,  but  with  the 
conventional  three  dots  or  suspension 
points,    to    indicate    incompletion. )     So 
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too,  in  the  soap  operas,  Portia  Faces 
Life,  in  one  form  or  another,  day  after 
day,  over  and  over  again.  And  the  oper- 
ative word  is  the  verb  faces.  It  is  the 
process  of  facing  that  matters. 


And  here,  I  think,  we  are  approaching 
the  central  quality  which  all  the  diverse 
items  on  our  list  have  in  common. 

That  quality  I  would  define  as  a  con- 
cern with  process  rather  than  with  prod- 
uct— or,  to  re-use  Mark  Twain's  words, 
a  concern  with  the  manner  of  handling 
experience  or  materials  rather  than  with 
the  experience  or  materials  themselves. 
Emerson,  a  century  ago,  was  fascinated 
by  the  way  "becoming  somewhat  else 
is  the  perpetual  game  of  nature."  The 
universe,  he  wrote,  "exists  only  in 
transit.  .  .  .  Man  was  made  for  con- 
flict, not  for  rest.  In  action  is  his  power; 
not  in  his  goals  but  in  his  transitions  man 
is  great." 

And  this  preoccupation  with  process 
is,  of  course,  basic  to  modern  science. 
"Matter"  itself  is  no  longer  to  be  thought 
of  as  something  fixed,  but  fluid  and  ever- 
changing.  As  Veblen  observed  almost 
forty  years  ago,  "sciences  which  are  in 
any  peculiar  sense  modern  take  as  an 
(unavowed)  postulate  the  fact  of  con- 
secutive change,"  and  their  researches 
cluster  about  the  "notion  of  process," 
which  is  to  say  the  notion  of  a  sequence, 
or  complex,  of  consecutive  change. 
Similarly,  modern  economic  theory  has 
abandoned  the  "static  equilibrium" 
analysis  of  the  neoclassic  economists,  and 
in  philosophy  John  Dewey's  instrumental- 
ism  abandoned  the  classic  philosophical 
interest  in  final  causes  for  a  scientific 
interest  in  "the  mechanism  of  occur- 
rences"— that  is,  process. 

It  is  obvious,  I  think,  that  the  Amer- 
ican system  of  industrial  mass-production 
reflects  this  same  focus  of  interest  in 
its  concern  with  production  rather  than 
products.  And  it  is  the  mass-production 


system,  not  machinery,  which  has  been 
America's  contribution  to  industry. 

In  that  system  there  is  an  emphasis 
different  from  that  which  was  character- 
istic of  handicraft  production  or  even 
of  machine  manufacture.  In  both  of 
these  there  was  an  almost  total  disregard 
of  the  means  of  production.  The  aristo- 
cratic ideal  inevitably  relegated  interest 
in  the  means  exclusively  to  anonymous 
peasants  and  slaves;  what  mattered  to 
those  who  controlled  and  administered 
production  was,  quite  simply,  the  fin- 
ished product.  In  a  mass-production 
system,  on  the  other  hand,  it  is  the  proc- 
ess of  production  itself  which  becomes 
the  center  of  interest,  rather  than  the 
product. 

If  we  are  aware  of  this  fact,  we  usually 
regard  it  as  a  misfortune.  We  hear  a  lot, 
for  instance,  of  the  notion  that  our  sys- 
tem "dehumanizes"  the  worker,  turning 
him  into  a  machine  and  depriving  him 
of  the  satisfaction  of  finishing  anything, 
since  he  performs  only  some  repetitive 
operation.  It  is  true  that  the  unit  of  work 
in  mass-production  is  not  a  product  but 
an  operation.  But  the  development  of 
the  system,  in  contrast  with  Charlie 
Chaplin's  wonderful  but  wild  phantasy 
of  the  assembly  line,  has  shown  the  in- 
termediacy  of  the  stage  in  which  the 
worker  is  doomed  to  frustrating  boredom. 
Merely  repetitive  work,  in  the  logic  of 
mass-production,  can  and  must  be  done 
by  machine.  It  is  unskilled  work  which 
is  doomed  by  it,  not  the  worker.  More 
and  more  skilled  workers  are  needed  to 
design  products,  analyze  jobs,  cut  pat- 
terns, attend  complicated  machines,  and 
coordinate  the  increasingly  complex  proc- 
esses which  comprise  the  productive 
system. 

The  skills  required  for  these  jobs  are 
different,  of  course,  from  those  required 
to  make  handmade  boots  or  to  carve 
stone  ornament,  but  they  are  not  in  them- 
selves less  interesting  or  less  human. 
Operating  a  crane  in  a  steel  mill,  or  a 


What  Is  American  about  America?  67 


turret  lathe,  is  an  infinitely  more  varied 
and  stimulating  job  than  shaping  boots 
day  after  day  by  hand.  A  recent  study 
of  a  group  of  workers  on  an  automobile 
assembly  line  makes  it  clear  that  many  of 
the  men  object,  for  a  variety  of  reasons, 
to  those  monotonous,  repetitive  jobs 
which  (as  we  have  already  noted) 
should  be — but  in  many  cases  are  not  yet 
— done  by  machine;  but  those  who  like 
such  jobs  like  them  because  they  enjoy 
the  process.  As  one  of  them  said:  "Re- 
peating the  same  thing  you  can  catch  up 
and  keep  ahead  of  yourself  .  .  .  you 
can  get  in  the  swing  of  it."  The  report  of 
members  of  a  team  of  British  workers 
who  visited  twenty  American  steel 
foundries  in  1949  includes  this  de- 
scription of  the  technique  of  "snatching" 
a  steel  casting  with  a  magnet,  maneu- 
vered by  a  gantry  crane  running  on  over- 
head rails: 

In  its  operation,  the  crane  approaches  a  pile 
of  castings  at  high  speed  with  the  magnet 
hanging  fairly  near  floor  level.  The  crane 
comes  to  a  stop  somewhere  short  of  the  cast- 
ings, while  the  magnet  swings  forward  over 
the  pile,  is  dropped  on  to  it,  current  switched 
on,  and  the  hoist  begun,  at  the  same  moment 
as  the  crane  starts  on  its  return  journey. 
[And  then,  in  words  which  might  equally  be 
applied  to  a  jazz  musician,  the  report  adds:] 
The  whole  operation  requires  timing  of  a 
high  order,  and  the  impression  gained  is 
that  the  crane  drivers  derive  a  good  deal  of 
satisfaction  from  the  swinging  rhythm  of  the 
process. 

This  fascination  with  process  has 
possessed  Americans  ever  since  Oliver 
Evans  in  1785  created  the  first  wholly 
automatic  factory:  a  flour  mill  in  Del- 
aware in  which  mechanical  conveyors 
— belt  conveyors,  bucket  conveyors, 
screw  conveyors — are  interlinked  with 
machines  in  a  continuous  process  of 
production.  But  even  if  there  were  no 
other  visible  sign  of  the  national  pre- 
occupation with  process,  it  would  be 
enough  to  point  out  that  it  was  an  Amer- 


ican who  invented  chewing  gum  (in 
1869)  and  that  it  is  the  Americans  who 
have  spread  it — in  all  senses  of  the  verb 
— throughout  the  world.  An  absolutely 
non-consumable  confection,  its  sole  ap- 
peal is  the  process  of  chewing  it. 

The  apprehensions  which  many  peo- 
ple feel  about  a  civilization  absorbed 
with  process — about  its  mobility  and 
wastefulness  as  well  as  about  the  "de- 
humanizing" effects  of  its  jobs — de- 
rive, I  suppose,  from  old  habit  and  the 
persistence  of  values  and  tastes  which 
were  indigenous  to  a  very  different  social 
and  economic  system.  Whitman  pointed 
out  in  Democratic  Vistas  more  than 
eighty  years  ago  that  America  was  a 
stranger  in  her  own  house,  that  many  of 
our  social  institutions,  like  our  theories 
of  literature  and  art,  had  been  taken  over 
almost  without  change  from  a  culture 
which  was  not,  like  ours,  the  product 
of  political  democracy  and  the  machine. 
Those  institutions  and  theories  are  still 
around,  though  some  (like  collegiate 
gothic,  of  both  the  architectural  and  in- 
tellectual variety)  are  less  widely  ad- 
mired   than    formerly. 

Change,  or  the  process  of  consecutive 
occurrences,  is,  we  tend  to  feel,  a  be- 
wildering and  confusing  and  lonely 
thing.  We  talk  fondly  of  the  need  for 
roots — as  if  man  were  a  vegetable,  not 
an  animal  with  legs  whose  distinction  it 
is  that  he  can  move  and  "get  on  with  it." 
We  would  do  well  to  make  ourselves 
more  familiar  with  the  idea  that  the 
process  of  development  is  universal,  that 
it  is  "the  form  and  order  of  nature."  As 
Lancelot  Law  Whyte  has  said: 

Man  shares  the  special  form  of  the  universal 
formative  process  which  is  common  to  all 
organisms,  and  herein  lies  the  root  of  his 
unity  with  the  rest  of  organic  nature.  While 
life  is  maintained,  the  component  processes 
in  man  never  attain  the  relative  isolation  and 
static  perfection  of  inorganic  processes  .  .  . 
The  individual  may  seek,  or  believe  that  he 
seeks,  independence,  permanence,  or  perfec- 
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tion,  but  that  is  only  through  his  failure  to 
recognize  and  accept  his  actual  situation. 

As  an  "organic  system"  man  cannot, 
of  course,  expect  to  achieve  stability  or 
permanent  harmony,  though  he  can 
create  (and  in  the  great  arts  of  the  past, 
has  created)  the  illusion  of  them.  What 
he  can  achieve  is  a  continuing  develop- 
ment in  response  to  his  environment. 
The  factor  which  gives  vitality  to  all  the 
component  processes  in  the  individual 
and  in  society  is  "not  permanence  but 
development." 

To  say  this  is  not  to  deny  the  past. 
It  is  simply  to  recognize  that  for  a  va- 
riety of  reasons  people  living  in  America 
have,  on  the  whole,  been  better  able  to 
relish  process  than  those  who  have 
lived  under  the  imposing  shadow  of  the 
arts  and  institutions  which  Western  man 
created  in  his  tragic  search  for  perma- 
nence and  perfection.  The  past  of  those 
who  live  in  the  United  States  does  not, 
like  the  past  of  most  other  peoples,  ex- 
tend downward  into  the  soil  upon  which 


they  stand.  It  extends  laterally  backward 
across  the  plains,  the  mountains,  or  the 
sea  to  somewhere  else,  whence  they  or 
their  families  came.  Our  history  is  the 
process  of  westering  and  the  counter- 
process  of  return;  of  motion  into  and 
out  of  cities;  of  motion  up  and  down  the 
social  ladder — a  long,  complex,  and 
sometimes  terrifyingly  rapid  sequence  of 
consecutive  change. 

"America"  is  not  a  synonym  for  the 
United  States.  It  is  not  an  artifact.  It  is 
not  a  fixed  and  immutable  ideal  toward 
which  citizens  of  this  nation  strive.  Amer- 
ica has  not  order  or  proportion,  but  nei- 
ther is  it  chaos,  except  as  that  is  chaotic 
whose  components  no  single  mind  can 
comprehend  or  control.  America  is  proc- 
ess. And  in  so  far  as  people  have  been 
"American" — as  distinguished  from  be- 
ing (as  most  of  us,  in  at  least  some  of 
our  activities,  have  been)  mere  carriers 
of  transplanted  cultural  traditions,  that 
fact  has  been  reflected  in  the  work  of 
their   heads   and  hearts   and   hands. 
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Though  part  of  a  longer  work,  this  por- 
tion of  the  autobiography  of  Benjamin 
Franklin  presents  so  candid  a  picture  of 
important  events  and  occupations  of  his 
early  life  and  of  influences  which  con- 
tributed to  the  development  of  his  liter- 
ary style  that  it  can  he  considered  in  its 
own  right  an  essay.  Written  at  different 
times  between  1771  and  1789  and  only 
published  in  its  entirety  in  1868,  the 
autobiography  was  intended  by  Frank- 
lin as  an  illustrative  guide  for  his  grand- 
son, who  he  hoped  would  profit  by  his 
example  and  also  be  saved  from  some  of 
his  mistakes.  The  simple  directness  of 
its  diction  was  the  result  of  Franklins 
lifelong  quest  for  words  which  would 
most  efficiently  communicate  what  he 
had  to  say:  the  use  of  too  many  words 
was  a  waste  of  time;  the  use  of  too  few 
was  waste  also  because  the  subject  was 
then  incompletely  presented  and  to  be 
understood  would  have  to  be  stated 
again. 


Portion  of  an  Autobiography 

From  a  child  I  was  fond  of  reading,  and 
all  the  little  money  that  came  into  my 
hands  was  ever  laid  out  in  books.  Pleased 
with  the  Pilgrim's  Progress,  my  first  col- 
lection was  of  John  Bunyan's  works  in 
separate  little  volumes.  I  afterwards  sold 
them  to  enable  me  to  buy  R.  Burton's 
Historical  Collections;  they  were  small 
chapman's  books,  and  cheap,  forty  or 
fifty  in  all.  My  father's  little  library  con- 
sisted chiefly  of  books  in  polemic  divin- 


ity, most  of  which  I  read  and  have  since 
often  regretted  that  at  a  time  when  I 
had  such  a  thirst  for  knowledge,  more 
proper  books  had  not  fallen  in  my  way, 
since  it  was  now  resolved  I  should  not  be 
a  clergyman.  Plutarch's  Lives  there  was, 
in  which  I  read  abundantly,  and  I  still 
think  that  time  spent  to  great  advantage. 
There  was  also  a  book  of  Defoe's,  called 
an  Essay  on  Projects,  and  another  of 
Dr.  Mather's,  called  Essays  to  do  Good, 
which  perhaps  gave  me  a  turn  of  think- 
ing that  had  an  influence  on  some  of  the 
principal  future  events  of  my  life. 

This  bookish  inclination  at  length  de- 
termined my  father  to  make  me  a  printer, 
though  he  had  already  one  son  (James) 
of  that  profession.  In  1717  my  brother 
James  returned  from  England  with  a 
press  and  letters  to  set  up  his  business  in 
Boston.  I  liked  it  much  better  than  that 
of  my  father,  but  still  had  a  hankering 
for  the  sea.  To  prevent  the  apprehended 
effect  of  such  an  inclination,  my  father 
was  impatient  to  have  me  bound  to  my 
brother.  I  stood  out  some  time,  but  at 
last  was  persuaded,  and  signed  the  in- 
dentures when  I  was  yet  but  twelve 
years  old.  I  was  to  serve  as  an  apprentice 
till  I  was  twenty-one  years  of  age,  only 
I  was  to  be  allowed  journeyman's  wages 
during  the  last  year.  In  a  little  time  I 
made  great  proficiency  in  the  business 
and  became  a  useful  hand  to  my  brother. 
I  now  had  access  to  better  books.  An 
acquaintance  with  the  apprentices  of 
booksellers  enabled  me  sometimes  to 
borrow  a  small  one,  which  I  was  careful 
to  return  soon  and  clean.  Often  I  sat  up 
in  my  room  reading  the  greatest  part  of 
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the  night,  when  the  book  was  borrowed 
in  the  evening  and  to  be  returned  early 
in  the  morning,  lest  it  should  be  missed 
or  wanted. 

And  after  some  time  an  ingenious 
tradesman,  Mr.  Matthew  Adams,  who 
had  a  pretty  collection  of  books,  and 
who  frequented  our  printing-house,  took 
notice  of  me,  invited  me  to  his  li- 
brary, and  very  kindly  lent  me  such 
books  as  I  chose  to  read.  I  now  took  a 
fancy  to  poetry,  and  made  some  little 
pieces;  my  brother,  thinking  it  might 
turn  to  account,  encouraged  me,  and 
put  me  on  composing  two  occasional 
ballads.  One  was  called  The  Lighthouse 
Tragedy,  and  contained  an  account  of 
the  drowning  of  Captain  Worthilake  with 
his  two  daughters;  the  other  was  a  sailor's 
song,  on  the  taking  of  Teach  (or  Black- 
beard),  the  pirate.  They  were  wretched 
stuff,  in  the  Grub-street-ballad  style; 
and  when  they  were  printed  he  sent  me 
about  the  town  to  sell  them.  The  first 
sold  wonderfully,  the  event  being  recent, 
having  made  a  great  noise.  This  flattered 
my  vanity;  but  my  father  discouraged 
me  by  ridiculing  my  performances  and 
telling  me  verse-makers  were  generally 
beggars.  So  I  escaped  being  a  poet, 
most  probably  a  very  bad  one;  but  as 
prose  writing  has  been  of  great  use  to 
me  in  the  course  of  my  life,  and  was  a 
principal  means  of  my  advancement,  I 
shall  tell  you  how,  in  such  a  situation, 
I  acquired  what  little  ability  I  have  in 
that  way. 

There  was  another  bookish  lad  in  the 
town,  John  Collins  by  name,  with  whom 
I  was  intimately  acquainted.  We  some- 
times disputed;  and  very  fond  we  were 
of  argument,  and  very  desirous  of  confut- 
ing one  another,  which  disputatious  turn, 
by  the  way,  is  apt  to  become  a  very  bad 
habit,  making  people  often  extremely 
disagreeable  in  company  by  the  contra- 
diction that  is  necessary  to  bring  it  into 
practice;  and  thence,  besides  souring 
and  spoiling  the  conversation,  is  produc- 


tive of  disgusts  and,  perhaps,  enmities 
where  you  may  have  occasion  for  friend- 
ship. I  had  caught  it  by  reading  my 
father's  books  of  dispute  about  religion. 
Persons  of  good  sense,  I  have  since  ob- 
served, seldom  fall  into  it,  except  lawyers, 
university  men,  and  men  of  all  sorts  that 
have  been  bred  at  Edinburgh. 

A  question  was  once,  somehow  or 
other,  started  between  Collins  and  me 
of  the  propriety  of  educating  the  female 
sex  in  learning,  and  their  abilities  for 
study.  He  was  of  opinion  that  it  was  im- 
proper, and  that  they  were  naturally 
unequal  to  it.  I  took  the  contrary  side, 
perhaps  a  little  for  dispute's  sake.  He 
was  naturally  more  eloquent,  had  a 
ready  plenty  of  words,  and  sometimes,  as 
I  thought,  bore  me  down  more  by  his 
fluency  than  by  the  strength  of  his  rea- 
sons. As  we  parted  without  settling  the 
point,  and  were  not  to  see  one  another 
again  for  some  time,  I  sat  down  to  put 
my  arguments  in  writing,  which  I  copied 
fair  and  sent  to  him.  He  answered,  and 
I  replied.  Three  or  four  letters  of  a  side 
had  passed,  when  my  father  happened 
to  find  my  papers  and  read  them.  With- 
out entering  into  the  discussion,  he  took 
occasion  to  talk  to  me  about  the  manner 
of  my  writing;  observed  that,  though  I 
had  the  advantage  of  my  antagonist  in 
correct  spelling  and  pointing  (which  I 
owed  to  the  printing-house),  I  fell  far 
short  in  elegance  of  expression,  in 
method,  and  in  perspicuity,  of  which  he 
convinced  me  by  several  instances.  I 
saw  the  justice  of  his  remarks,  and  thence 
grew  more  attentive  to  the  manner  in 
writing,  and  determined  to  endeavor  at 
improvement. 

About  this  time  I  met  with  an  odd 
volume  of  the  Spectator.  It  was  the  third. 
I  had  never  before  seen  any  of  them. 
I  bought  it,  read  it  over  and  over,  and 
was  much  delighted  with  it.  I  thought 
the  writing  excellent,  and  wished,  if 
possible,  to  imitate  it.  With  that  view 
I  took  some  of  the  papers,  and,  making 


short  hints  of  the  sentiment  in  each 
sentence,  laid  them  by  a  few  days,  and 
then,  without  looking  at  the  book,  tried 
to  complete  the  papers  again  by  ex- 
pressing each  hinted  sentiment  at  length, 
and  as  fully  as  it  had  been  expressed  be- 
fore, in  any  suitable  words  that  should 
come  to  hand.  Then  I  compared  my 
Spectator  with  the  original,  discovered 
some  of  my  faults,  and  corrected  them. 
But  I  found  I  wanted  a  stock  of  words, 
or  a  readiness  in  recollecting  and  using 
them,  which  I  thought  I  should  have 
acquired  before  that  time  if  I  had  gone 
on  making  verses;  since  the  continual 
occasion  for  words  of  the  same  import, 
but  of  different  length  to  suit  the  mea- 
sure, or  of  different  sound  for  the  rhyme, 
would  have  laid  me  under  a  constant 
necessity  of  searching  for  variety  and  also 
have  tended  to  fix  that  variety  in  my 
mind  and  make  me  master  of  it.  There- 
fore, I  took  some  of  the  tales  and  turned 
them  into  verse;  and,  after  a  time,  when 
I  had  pretty  well  forgotten  the  prose, 
turned  them  back  again.  I  also  some- 
times jumbled  my  collections  of  hints 
into  confusion,  and  after  some  weeks 
endeavored  to  reduce  them  into  the  best 
order,  before  I  began  to  form  the  full 
sentences  and  complete  the  paper.  This 
was  to  teach  me  method  in  the  arrange- 
ment of  thoughts.  By  comparing  my 
work  afterwards  with  the  original,  I 
discovered  many  faults  and  amended 
them;  but  I  sometimes  had  the  pleasure 
of  fancying  that  in  certain  particulars 
of  small  import  I  had  been  lucky  enough 
to  improve  the  method  or  the  language, 
and  this  encouraged  me  to  think  I 
might  possibly  in  time  come  to  be  a  toler- 
able English  writer,  of  which  I  was  ex- 
tremely ambitious.  My  time  for  these 
exercises  and  for  reading  was  at  night, 
after  work,  or  before  it  began  in  the 
morning,  or  on  Sundays,  when  I  con- 
trived to  be  in  the  printing-house  alone, 
evading  as  much  as  I  could  the  common 
attendance  on  public  worship  which  my 


Portion  of  an  Autobiography  73 

father  used  to  exact  of  me  when  I  was 
under  his  care,  and  which  indeed  I  still 
thought  a  duty,  though  I  could  not,  as 
it  seemed  to  me,  afford  time  to  practice 
it. 

When  about  sixteen  years  of  age  I 
happened  to  meet  with  a  book,  written 
by  one  Tryon,  recommending  a  vegetable 
diet.  I  determined  to  go  into  it.  My 
brother,  being  yet  unmarried,  did  not 
keep  house,  but  boarded  himself  and  his 
apprentices  in  another  family.  My  re- 
fusing to  eat  flesh  occasioned  an  incon- 
veniency,  and  I  was  frequently  chid  for 
my  singularity.  I  made  myself  acquainted 
with  Tryon's  manner  of  preparing  some 
of  his  dishes,  such  as  boiling  potatoes  or 
rice,  making  hasty  pudding,  and  a  few 
others,  and  then  proposed  to  my  brother, 
that  if  he  would  give  me,  weekly,  half 
the  money  he  paid  for  my  board,  I 
would  board  myself.  He  instantly  agreed 
to  it,  and  I  presently  found  that  I  could 
save  half  what  he  paid  me.  This  was 
an  additional  fund  for  buying  books.  But 
I  had  another  advantage  in  it.  My 
brother  and  the  rest  going  from  the 
printing-house  to  their  meals,  I  remained 
there  alone  and  dispatching  presently 
my  light  repast,  which  often  was  no  more 
than  a  biscuit  or  a  slice  of  bread,  a  hand- 
ful of  raisins  or  a  tart  from  the  pastry- 
cook's, and  a  glass  of  water,  had  the 
rest  of  the  time  till  their  return  for  study, 
in  which  I  made  the  greater  progress, 
from  that  greater  clearness  of  head  and 
quicker  apprehension  which  usually 
attend  temperance  in  eating  and  drink- 
ing. 

And  now  it  was  that,  being  on  some 
occasion  made  ashamed  of  my  ignorance 
in  figures,  which  I  had  twice  failed  in 
learning  when  at  school,  I  took  Cocker's 
book  of  arithmetic,  and  went  through 
the  whole  by  myself  with  great  ease.  I 
also  read  Seller's  and  Sturmy's  books  of 
navigation,  and  became  acquainted  with 
the  little  geometry  they  contain;  but 
never  proceeded  far  in  that  science.  And 


74 


Benjamin  Franklin 


I  read  about  this  time  Locke  On  Human 
Understanding,  and  the  Art  of  Thinking, 
by  Messrs.  du  Port  Royal. 

While  I  was  intent  on  improving  my 
language,  I  met  with  an  English  grammar 
(I  think  it  was  Greenwood's),  at  the  end 
of  which  there  were  two  little  sketches  of 
the  arts  of  rhetoric  and  logic,  the  latter 
finishing  with  a  specimen  of  a  dispute 
in  the  Socratic  method;  and  soon  after  I 
procured  Xenophon's  Memorable  Things 
of  Socrates,  wherein  there  are  many  in- 
stances of  the  same  method.  I  was 
charmed  with  it,  adopted  it,  dropped 
my  abrupt  contradiction  and  positive 
argumentation,  and  put  on  the  humble 
inquirer  and  doubter.  And  being  then, 
from  reading  Shaftesbury  and  Collins, 
become  a  real  doubter  in  many  points 
of  our  religious  doctrine,  I  found  this 
method  safest  for  myself  and  very  em- 
barrassing to  those  against  whom  I  used 
it;  therefore  I  took  a  delight  in  it,  prac- 
ticed it  continually,  and  grew  very  artful 
and  expert  in  drawing  people,  even  of 
superior  knowledge,  into  concessions,  the 
consequences  of  which  they  did  not 
foresee,  entangling  them  in  difficulties 
out  of  which  they  could  not  extricate 
themselves,  and  so  obtaining  victories 
that  neither  myself  nor  my  cause  always 
deserved.  I  continued  this  method  some 
few  years,  but  gradually  left  it,  retaining 
only  the  habit  of  expressing  myself  in 
terms  of  modest  diffidence;  never  using, 
when  I  advanced  anything  that  may  pos- 
sibly be  disputed,  the  words  certainly, 
undoubtedly,  or  any  others  that  give  the 
air  of  positiveness  to  an  opinion;  but 
rather  say,  I  conceive  or  apprehend  a 
thing  to  be  so  or  so;  it  appears  to  me,  or 
I  should  think  it  so  or  so,  for  such  and 
such  reasons;  or  I  imagine  it  to  be  so; 
or  it  is  so,  if  I  am  not  mistaken.  This 
habit,  I  believe,  has  been  a  great  ad- 
vantage to  me  when  I  have  had  oc- 
casion to  inculcate  my  opinions  and 
persuade  men  into  measures  that  I  have 
been  from  time  to  time  engaged  in  pro- 


moting; and,  as  the  chief  ends  of  conver- 
sation are  to  inform  or  to  be  informed, 
to  please  or  to  persuade,  I  wish  well- 
meaning,  sensible  men  would  not  lessen 
their  power  of  doing  good  by  a  positive, 
assuming  manner  that  seldom  fails  to 
disgust,  tends  to  create  opposition  and 
to  defeat  every  one  of  those  purposes 
for  which  speech  was  given  to  us,  to  wit, 
giving  or  receiving  information  or  pleas- 
ure. For  if  you  would  inform,  a  positive 
dogmatical  manner  in  advancing  your 
sentiments  may  provoke  contradiction 
and  prevent  a  candid  attention.  If  you 
wish  information  and  improvement  from 
the  knowledge  of  others,  and  yet  at  the 
same  time  express  yourself  as  firmly 
fixed  in  your  present  opinions,  modest, 
sensible  men,  who  do  not  love  disputa- 
tion, will  probably  leave  you  undisturbed 
in  the  possession  of  your  error.  And  by 
such  a  manner,  you  can  seldom  hope  to 
recommend  yourself  in  pleasing  your 
hearers,  or  to  persuade  those  whose 
concurrence  you  desire.  Pope  says,  ju- 
diciously: 

Men  should  be  taught  as  if  you  taught  them 

not, 
And    things    unknown    propos'd    as    things 

forgot; 

farther  recommending  to  us 

To  speak,  tho'  sure,  with  seeming  Diffidence. 

And  he  might  have  coupled  with  this 
line  that  which  he  has  coupled  with  an- 
other, I  think  less  properly, 

For    want   of   Modesty   is   want    of   Sense. 

If  you  ask  why  less  properly?  I  must  re- 
peat the  lines, 

Immodest  Words  admit  of  no  Defence; 
For   Want   of    Modesty   is    Want    of    Sense 

Now,  is  not  want  of  sense  (where  a  man 
is  so  unfortunate  as  to  want  it)  some 
apology  for  his  want  of  modesty?  and 
would  not  the  lines  stand  more  justly 
thus? 


Immodest  Words  admit  but  this  Defence, 
That  Want  of  Modesty  is  Want  of  Sense. 

This,  however,  I  should  submit  to  better 
judgments. 

My  brother  had,  in  1720  or  21,  begun 
to  print  a  newspaper.  It  was  the  second 
that  appeared  in  America,  and  was  called 
the  New  England  Courant.  The  only  one 
before  it  was  the  Boston  News-Letter.  I 
remember  his  being  dissuaded  by  some 
of  his  friends  from  the  undertaking,  as 
not  likely  to  succeed,  one  newspaper 
being,  in  their  judgment,  enough  for 
America.  At  this  time  (1771)  there 
are  not  less  than  five-and-twenty.  He 
went  on,  however,  with  the  undertaking, 
and  after  having  worked  in  composing 
the  types  and  printing  off  the  sheets, 
I  was  employed  to  carry  the  papers 
through  the  streets  to  the  customers. 

He  had  some  ingenious  men  among  his 
friends,  who  amused  themselves  by  writ- 
ing little  pieces  for  his  paper,  which 
gained  it  credit  and  made  it  more  in 
demand,  and  these  gentlemen  often 
visited  us.  Hearing  their  conversations, 
and  their  accounts  of  the  approbation 
their  papers  were  received  with,  I  was 
excited  to  try  my  hand  among  them; 
but,  being  still  a  boy,  and  suspecting 
that  my  brother  would  object  to  printing 
anything  of  mine  in  his  paper  if  he 
knew  it  to  be  mine,  I  contrived  to  dis- 
guise my  hand  and,  writing  an  anony- 
mous paper,  I  put  in  at  night  under  the 
door  of  the  printing-house.  It  was  found 
in  the  morning  and  communicated  to 
his  writing  friends  when  they  called  in 
as  usual.  They  read  it,  commented  on  it 
in  my  hearing,  and  I  had  the  exquisite 
pleasure  of  finding  it  met  with  their 
approbation,  and  that,  in  their  different 
guesses  at  the  author,  none  were  named 
but  men  of  some  character  among  us  for 
learning  and  ingenuity.  I  suppose  now 
that  I  was  rather  lucky  in  my  judges, 
and  that  perhaps  they  were  not  really  so 
very  good  ones  as  I  then  esteemed  them. 
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Encouraged,  however,  by  this,  I 
wrote  and  conveyed  in  the  same  way 
to  the  press  several  more  papers  which 
were  equally  approved;  and  I  kept  my 
secret  till  my  small  fund  of  sense  for 
such  performances  was  pretty  well  ex- 
hausted, and  then  I  discovered  it,  when 
I  began  to  be  considered  a  little  more 
by  my  brother's  acquaintance,  and  in  a 
manner  that  did  not  quite  please  him,  as 
he  thought,  probably  with  reason,  that  it 
tended  to  make  me  too  vain.  And  perhaps 
this  might  be  one  occasion  of  the  dif- 
ferences that  we  began  to  have  about 
this  time.  Though  a  brother,  he  con- 
sidered himself  as  my  master,  and  me  as 
his  apprentice,  and  accordingly  expected 
the  same  services  from  me  as  he  would 
from  another,  while  I  thought  he  de- 
meaned me  too  much  in  some  he  re- 
quired of  me,  who  from  a  brother  ex- 
pected more  indulgence.  Our  disputes 
were  often  brought  before  our  father, 
and  I  fancy  I  was  either  generally  in  the 
right,  or  else  a  better  pleader,  because 
the  judgment  was  generally  in  my  favor. 
But  my  brother  was  passionate,  and  had 
often  beaten  me,  which  I  took  extremely 
amiss;  and,  thinking  my  apprenticeship 
very  tedious,  I  was  continually  wishing 
for  some  opportunity  of  shortening  it, 
which  at  length  offered  in  a  manner  un- 
expected.1 

One  of  the  pieces  in  our  newspaper 
on  some  political  point,  which  I  have 
now  forgotten,  gave  offense  to  the  As- 
sembly. He  was  taken  up,  censured,  and 
imprisioned  for  a  month,  by  the  speaker's 
warrant,  I  suppose  because  he  would 
not  discover  his  author.  I  too  was  taken 
up  and  examined  before  the  council;  but, 
though  I  did  not  give  them  any  satisfac- 
tion, they  contented  themselves  with  ad- 
monishing me,  and  dismissed  me,  con- 
sidering me,  perhaps,   as  an  apprentice 

1 1  fancy  his  harsh  and  tyrannical  treatment 
of  me  might  be  a  means  of  impressing  me 
with  that  aversion  to  arbitrary  power  that  has 
stuck  to  me  through  my  whole  life. 
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who  was  bound  to  keep  his  master's 
secrets. 

During  my  brother's  confinement, 
which  I  resented  a  good  deal,  notwith- 
standing our  private  differences,  I  had 
the  management  of  the  paper;  and  I 
made  bold  to  give  our  rulers  some  rubs 
in  it,  which  my  brother  took  very  kindly, 
while  others  began  to  consider  me  in  an 
unfavorable  light,  as  a  young  genius 
that  had  a  turn  for  libeling  and  satire. 
My  brother's  discharge  was  accompanied 
with  an  order  of  the  House  (a  very  odd 
one),  that  "James  Franklin  should  no 
longer  print  the  paper  called  the  New 
England    Courant" 

There  was  a  consultation  held  in  our 
printing-house  among  his  friends  what 
he  should  do  in  this  case.  Some  proposed 
to  evade  the  order  by  changing  the  name 
of  the  paper;  but  my  brother  seeing  in- 
conveniences in  that,  it  was  finally  con- 
cluded on  as  a  better  way  to  let  it  be 
printed  for  the  future  under  the  name  of 
Benjamin  Franklin;  and  to  avoid  the  cen- 
sure of  the  Assembly,  that  might  fall  on 
him  as  still  printing  it  by  his  apprentice, 
the  contrivance  was  that  my  old  inden- 
ture should  be  returned  to  me,  with  a 
full  discharge  on  the  back  of  it,  to  be 
shown  on  occasion;  but  to  secure  to  him 
the  benefit  of  my  service,  I  was  to  sign 
new  indentures  for  the  remainder  of  the 
term,  which  were  to  be  kept  private.  A 
very  flimsy  scheme  it  was;  however,  it 
was  immediately  executed,  and  the 
paper  went  on  accordingly  under  my 
name  for  several  months. 

At  length,  a  fresh  difference  arising 
between  my  brother  and  me,  I  took  upon 
me  to  assert  my  freedom,  presuming  that 
he  would  not  venture  to  produce  the 
new  indentures.  It  was  not  fair  in  me  to 
take  this  advantage,  and  this  I  therefore 
reckon  one  of  the  first  errata  of  my  life; 
but  the  unfairness  of  it  weighed  little 
with  me  when  under  the  impressions  of 
resentment  for  the  blows  his  passion  too 
often   urged   him   to   bestow   upon   me, 


though  he  was  otherwise  not  an  ill-na- 
tured man;  perhaps  I  was  too  saucy  and 
provoking. 

When  he  found  I  would  leave  him,  he 
took  care  to  prevent  my  getting  em- 
ployment in  any  other  printing-house  of 
the  town,  by  going  round  and  speaking 
to  every  master,  who  accordingly  refused 
to  give  me  work.  I  then  thought  of  going 
to  New  York,  as  the  nearest  place  where 
there  was  a  printer;  and  I  was  the  rather 
inclined  to  leave  Boston  when  I  reflected 
that  I  had  already  made  myself  a  little 
obnoxious  to  the  governing  party,  and, 
from  the  arbitrary  proceedings  of  the  As- 
sembly in  my  brother's  case,  it  was  likely 
I  might,  if  I  stayed,  soon  bring  myself 
into  scrapes;  and  farther,  that  my  in- 
discreet disputations  about  religion  be- 
gan to  make  me  pointed  at  with  horror  by 
good  people  as  an  infidel  or  atheist.  I 
determined  on  the  point,  but  my  father 
now  siding  with  my  brother,  I  was 
sensible  that,  if  I  attempted  to  go  openly, 
means  would  be  used  to  prevent  me.  My 
friend  Collins,  therefore,  undertook  to 
manage  a  little  for  me.  He  agreed  with 
the  captain  of  a  New  York  sloop  for  my 
passage,  under  the  notion  of  my  being 
a  young  acquaintance  of  his,  that  had 
got  a  naughty  girl  with  child,  whose 
friends  would  compel  me  to  marry  her, 
and  therefore  I  could  not  appear  or  come 
away  publicly.  So  I  sold  some  of  my 
books  to  raise  a  little  money,  was  taken 
on  board  privately,  and  as  we  had  a 
fair  wind,  in  three  days  I  found  myself 
in  New  York,  near  three  hundred  miles 
from  home,  a  boy  of  about  seventeen, 
without  the  least  recommendation  to, 
or  knowledge  of,  any  person  in  the 
place,  and  with  very  little  money  in  my 
pocket. 

My  inclinations  for  the  sea  were  by 
this  time  worn  out,  or  I  might  now  have 
gratified  them.  But,  having  a  trade,  and 
supposing  myself  a  pretty  good  work- 
man, I  offered  my  service  to  the  printer 
in  the  place,  old  Mr.  William  Bradford, 


who  had  been  the  first  printer  in  Penn- 
sylvania, but  removed  from  thence 
upon  the  quarrel  of  George  Keith.  He 
could  give  me  no  employment,  having 
little  to  do  and  help  enough  already; 
but,  says  he,  "My  son  at  Philadelphia 
has  lately  lost  his  principal  hand,  Aquila 
Rose,  by  death;  if  you  go  thither,  I  be- 
lieve he  may  employ  you."  Philadelphia 
was  one  hundred  miles  further;  I  set  out, 
however,  in  a  boat  for  Amboy,  leaving 
my  chest  and  things  to  follow  me  round 
by  sea. 

In  crossing  the  bay,  we  met  with  a 
squall  that  tore  our  rotten  sails  to  pieces, 
prevented  our  getting  into  the  Kill,  and 
drove  us  upon  Long  Island.  In  our  way, 
a  drunken  Dutchman,  who  was  a  pas- 
senger too,  fell  overboard;  when  he  was 
sinking,  I  reached  through  the  water  to 
his  shock  pate,  and  drew  him  up,  so  that 
we  got  him  in  again.  His  ducking  so- 
bered him  a  little,  and  he  went  to  sleep, 
taking  first  out  of  his  pocket  a  book, 
which  he  desired  I  would  dry  for  him.  It 
proved  to  be  my  old  favorite  author, 
Bunyan's  Pilgrim's  Progress,  in  Dutch, 
finely  printed  on  good  paper,  with  cop- 
per cuts,  a  dress  better  than  I  had  ever 
seen  it  wear  in  its  own  language.  I  have 
since  found  that  it  has  been  translated 
into  most  of  the  languages  of  Europe, 
and  suppose  it  has  been  more  generally 
read  than  any  other  book,  except  per- 
haps the  Bible.  Honest  John  was  the  first 
that  I  know  of  who  mixed  narration  and 
dialogue,  a  method  of  writing  very  en- 
gaging to  the  reader,  who  in  the  most  in- 
teresting parts  finds  himself,  as  it  were, 
brought  into  the  company  and  present  at 
the  discourse.  Defoe  in  his  Crusoe,  his 
Moll  Flanders,  Religious  Courtship, 
Family  Instructor,  and  other  pieces,  has 
imitated  it  with  success;  and  Richardson 
has  done  the  same  in  his  Pamela,  etc. 

When  we  drew  near  the  island,  we 
found  it  was  at  a  place  where  there 
could  be  no  landing,  there  being  a  great 
surf  on  the  stony  beach.  So  we  dropped 
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anchor,  and  swung  round  towards  the 
shore.  Some  people  came  down  to  the 
water  edge  and  hallowed  us,  as  we  did 
to  them;  but  the  wind  was  so  high,  and 
the  surf  so  loud,  that  we  could  not  hear 
so  as  to  understand  each  other.  There 
were  canoes  on  the  shore,  and  we  made 
signs,  and  hallowed  that  they  should 
fetch  us;  but  they  either  did  not  under- 
stand us,  or  thought  it  impracticable,  so 
they  went  away,  and  night  coming  on, 
we  had  no  remedy  but  to  wait  till  the 
wind  should  abate;  and  in  the  mean 
time  the  boatman  and  I  concluded  to 
sleep  if  we  could;  and  so  crowded  into 
the  scuttle,  with  the  Dutchman,  who 
was  still  wet,  and  the  spray,  beating 
over  the  head  of  our  boat,  leaked 
through  to  us,  so  that  we  were  soon 
almost  as  wet  as  he.  In  this  manner  we 
lay  all  night,  with  very  little  rest;  but,  the 
wind  abating  the  next  day,  we  made  a 
shift  to  reach  Amboy  before  night,  hav- 
ing been  thirty  hours  on  the  water,  with- 
out victuals  or  any  drink  but  a  bottle  of 
filthy  rum,  the  water  we  sailed  on  being 
salt. 

In  the  evening  I  found  myself  very 
feverish,  and  went  into  bed;  but  having 
read  somewhere  that  cold  water  drank 
plentifully  was  good  for  a  fever  I  fol- 
lowed the  prescription,  sweat  plentifully 
most  of  the  night;  my  fever  left  me,  and 
in  the  morning,  crossing  the  ferry,  I 
proceeded  on  my  journey  on  foot,  having 
fifty  miles  to  Burlington,  where  I  was 
told  I  should  find  boats  that  would  carry 
me  the  rest  of  the  way  to  Philadelphia. 

It  rained  very  hard  all  the  day;  I  was 
thoroughly  soaked,  and  by  noon  a  good 
deal  tired;  so  I  stopped  at  a  poor  inn, 
where  I  stayed  all  night,  beginning  now 
to  wish  I  had  never  left  home.  I  cut  so 
miserable  a  figure,  too,  that  I  found,  by 
the  questions  asked  me,  I  was  suspected 
to  be  some  runaway  servant,  and  in 
danger  of  being  taken  up  on  that  sus- 
picion. However,  I  proceeded  the  next 
day,  and  got  in  the  evening  to  an  inn, 
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within  eight  or  ten  miles  of  Burlington, 
kept  by  one  Dr.  Brown.  He  entered  into 
conversation  with  me  while  I  took  some 
refreshment,  and,  finding  I  had  read  a 
little,  became  very  sociable  and  friendly. 
Our  acquaintance  continued  as  long  as 
he  lived.  He  had  been,  I  imagine,  an 
itinerant  doctor,  for  there  was  no  town 
in  England  or  country  in  Europe  of 
which  he  could  not  give  a  very  particular 
account.  He  had  some  letters,  and  was 
ingenious,  but  much  of  an  unbeliever, 
and  wickedly  undertook  some  years 
after  to  travesty  the  Bible  in  doggerel 
verse,  as  Cotton  had  done  Virgil.  By  this 
means  he  set  many  of  the  facts  in  a  very 
ridiculous  light,  and  might  have  hurt 
weak  minds  if  his  work  had  been  pub- 
lished;  but  it  never  was. 

At  his  house  I  lay  that  night,  and  the 
next  morning  reached  Burlington,  but 
had  the  mortification  to  find  that  the 
regular  boats  were  gone  a  little  before 
my  coming,  and  no  other  expected  to  go 
till  Tuesday,  this  being  Saturday;  where- 
fore I  returned  to  an  old  woman  in  the 
town,  of  whom  I  had  bought  ginger- 
bread to  eat  on  the  water,  and  asked  her 
advice.  She  invited  me  to  lodge  at  her 
house  till  a  passage  by  water  should 
offer;  and,  being  tired  with  my  foot 
traveling,  I  accepted  the  invitation.  She, 
understanding  I  was  a  printer,  would 
have  had  me  stay  at  that  town  and 
follow  my  business,  being  ignorant  of 
the  stock  necessary  to  begin  with.  She 
was  very  hospitable,  gave  me  a  dinner 
of  ox-cheek  with  great  good  will,  accept- 
ing only  of  a  pot  of  ale  in  return;  and 
I  thought  myself  fixed  till  Tuesday 
should  come.  However,  walking  in  the 
evening  by  the  side  of  the  river,  a  boat 
came  by,  which  I  found  was  going  to- 
wards Philadelphia,  with  several  people 
in  her.  They  took  me  in,  and,  as  there 
was  no  wind,  we  rowed  all  the  way;  and 
about  midnight,  not  having  yet  seen 
the  city,  some  of  the  company  were  con- 
fident we  must  have  passed  it,  and 
would  row  no  farther;  the  others  knew 


not  where  we  were;  so  we  put  towards 
the  shore,  got  into  a  creek,  landed  near 
an  old  fence,  with  the  rails  of  which 
we  made  a  fire,  the  night  being  cold 
(in  October),  and  there  we  remained 
till  daylight.  Then  one  of  the  company 
knew  the  place  to  be  Cooper's  Creek, 
a  little  above  Philadelphia,  which  we 
saw  as  soon  as  we  got  out  of  the  creek, 
and  arrived  there  about  eight  or  nine 
o'clock  on  the  Sunday  morning,  and 
landed  at  the  Market  Street  wharf. 

I  have  been  the  more  particular  in  this 
description  of  my  journey,  and  shall  be 
so  of  my  first  entry  into  that  city,  that 
you  may  in  your  mind  compare  such 
unlikely  beginnings  with  the  figure  I 
have  since  made  there.  I  was  in  my 
working  dress,  my  best  clothes  being  to 
come  round  by  sea.  I  was  dirty  from  my 
journey;  my  pockets  were  stuffed  out 
with  shirts  and  stockings;  I  knew  no  soul 
nor  where  to  look  for  lodging.  I  was 
fatigued  with  traveling,  rowing,  and 
want  of  rest;  I  was  very  hungry;  and 
my  whole  stock  of  cash  consisted  of  a 
Dutch  dollar  and  about  a  shilling  in 
copper.  The  latter  I  gave  the  people  of 
the  boat  for  my  passage,  who  at  first 
refused  it,  on  account  of  my  rowing;  but 
I  insisted  on  their  taking  it,  a  man  being 
sometimes  more  generous  when  he  has 
but  a  little  money  than  when  he  has 
plenty,  perhaps  through  fear  of  being 
thought  to  have  but  little. 

Then  I  walked  up  the  street,  gazing 
about,  till  near  the  market-house  I  met 
a  boy  with  bread.  I  had  made  many  a 
meal  on  bread,  and,  inquiring  where  he 
got  it,  I  went  immediately  to  the  baker's 
he  directed  me  to,  in  Second  Street,  and 
asked  for  biscuit,  intending  such  as  we 
had  in  Boston;  but  they,  it  seems,  were 
not  made  in  Philadelphia.  Then  I  asked 
for  a  three-penny  loaf,  and  was  told 
they  had  none  such.  So,  not  considering 
or  knowing  the  difference  of  money,  and 
the  greater  cheapness  nor  the  names  of 
his  bread,  I  bade  him  give  me  three- 
penny-worth of  any  sort.  He  gave  me, 


accordingly,  three  great  puffy  rolls.  I 
was  surprised  at  the  quantity,  but  took 
it,  and,  having  no  room  in  my  pockets, 
walked  off  with  a  roll  under  each  arm, 
and  eating  the  other.  Thus  I  went  up 
Market  Street  as  far  as  Fourth  Street, 
passing  by  the  door  of  Mr.  Read,  my 
future  wife's  father;  when  she,  standing 
at  the  door,  saw  me,  and  thought  I 
made,  as  I  certainly  did,  a  most  awkward, 
ridiculous  appearance.  Then  I  turned 
and  went  down  Chestnut  Street  and  part 
of  Walnut  Street,  eating  my  roll  all  the 
way,  and,  coming  round,  found  myself 
again  at  Market  Street  wharf,  near  the 
boat  I  came  in,  to  which  I  went  for  a 
draught  of  the  river  water;  and,  being 
filled  with  one  of  my  rolls,  gave  the 
other  two  to  a  woman  and  her  child 
that  came  down  the  river  in  the  boat 
with  us,  and  were  waiting  to  go  farther. 

Thus  refreshed,  I  walked  again  up 
the  street,  which  by  this  time  had  many 
clean-dressed  people  in  it,  who  were  all 
walking  the  same  way.  I  joined  them, 
and  thereby  was  led  into  the  great  meet- 
ing-house of  the  Quakers  near  the  mar- 
ket. I  sat  down  among  them,  and,  after 
looking  round  awhile  and  hearing  noth- 
ing said,  being  very  drowsy  through 
labor  and  want  of  rest  the  preceding 
night,  I  fell  fast  asleep,  and  continued 
so  till  the  meeting  broke  up,  when  one 
was  kind  enough  to  rouse  me.  This  was, 
therefore,  the  first  house  I  was  in,  or 
slept  in,  in  Philadelphia. 

Walking  down  again  toward  the  river 
and  looking  in  the  faces  of  people,  I  met 
a  young  Quaker  man,  whose  counte- 
nance I  liked  and  accosting  him,  re- 
quested he  would  tell  me  where  a 
stranger  could  get  lodging.  We  were 
then  near  the  sign  of  the  Three  Mariners. 
"Here,"  says  he,  "is  one  place  that  enter- 
tains strangers,  but  it  is  not  a  reputable 
house;  if  thee  wilt  walk  with  me,  I'll 
show  thee  a  better."  He  brought  me  to 
the  Crooked  Billet  in  Water  Street.  Here 
I  got  a  dinner;  and  while  I  was  eating 
it  several  sly  questions  were  asked  me, 
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as  it  seemed  to  be  suspected  from  my 
youth  and  appearance  that  I  might  be 
some   runaway. 

After  dinner  my  sleepiness  returned, 
and,  being  shown  to  a  bed,  I  lay  down 
without  undressing,  and  slept  till  six  in 
the  evening,  was  called  to  supper,  went 
to  bed  again  very  early,  and  slept 
soundly  till  next  morning.  Then  I  made 
myself  as  tidy  as  I  could  and  went  to 
Andrew  Bradford  the  printer's.  I  found 
in  the  shop  the  old  man  his  father, 
whom  I  had  seen  at  New  York,  and  who, 
traveling  on  horseback,  had  got  to  Phil- 
adelphia before  me.  He  introduced  me  to 
his  son,  who  received  me  civilly,  gave 
me  a  breakfast,  but  told  me  he  did  not  at 
present  want  a  hand,  being  lately  sup- 
plied with  one;  but  there  was  another 
printer  in  town,  lately  set  up,  one  Keimer, 
who  perhaps  might  employ  me;  if  not,  I 
should  be  welcome  to  lodge  at  his  house, 
and  he  would  give  me  a  little  work  to  do 
now  and  then  till  fuller  business  should 
offer. 

The  old  gentleman  said  he  would  go 
with  me  to  the  new  printer;  and  when 
we  found  him,  "Neighbor,"  says  Brad- 
ford, "I  have  brought  to  see  you  a  young 
man  of  your  business;  perhaps  you  may 
want  such  a  one."  He  asked  me  a  few 
questions,  put  a  composing  stick  in  my 
hand  to  see  how  I  worked,  and  then  said 
he  would  employ  me  soon,  though  he 
had  just  then  nothing  for  me  to  do;  and, 
taking  old  Bradford,  whom  he  had  never 
seen  before,  to  be  one  of  the  town's  peo- 
ple that  had  a  good  will  for  him,  entered 
into  a  conversation  on  his  present  under- 
taking and  prospects;  while  Bradford, 
not  discovering  that  he  was  the  other 
printer's  father,  on  Keimer's  saying  he 
expected  soon  to  get  the  greatest  part  of 
the  business  into  his  own  hands,  drew 
him  on  by  artful  questions,  and  starting 
little  doubts,  to  explain  all  his  views, 
what  interest  he  relied  on,  and  in  what 
manner  he  intended  to  proceed.  I,  who 
stood  by  and  heard  all,  saw  immediately 
that  one  of  them  was  a  crafty  old  soph- 
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ister,  and  the  other  a  mere  novice. 
Bradford  left  me  with  Keimer,  who  was 
greatly  surprised  when  I  told  him  who 
the  old  man  was. 

Keimer's  printing-house,  I  found,  con- 
sisted of  an  old  shattered  press,  and  one 
small,  worn-out  font  of  English,  which 
he  was  then  using  himself,  composing 
an  elegy  on  Aquila  Rose,  before  men- 
tioned, an  ingenious  young  man,  of  ex- 
cellent character,  much  respected  in  the 
town,  clerk  of  the  Assembly,  and  a 
pretty  poet.  Keimer  made  verses  too,  but 
very  indifferently.  He  could  not  be  said 
to  write  them,  for  his  manner  was  to  com- 
pose them  in  the  types  directly  out  of 
his  head.  So  there  being  no  copy,  but 
one  pair  of  cases,  and  the  elegy  likely  to 
require  all  the  letter,  no  one  could  help 
him.  I  endeavored  to  put  his  press 
(which  he  had  not  yet  used,  and  of 
which  he  understood  nothing)  into  order 
fit  to  be  worked  with;  and,  promising 
to  come  and  print  off  his  elegy  as  soon 
as  he  should  have  got  it  ready,  I  re- 
turned to  Bradford's,  who  gave  me  a 
little  job  to  do  for  the  present,  and  there 
I  lodged  and  dieted.  A  few  days  after, 
Keimer  sent  for  me  to  print  off  the 
elegy.  And  now  he  had  got  another  pair 
of  cases,  and  a  pamphlet  to  reprint,  on 
which  he  set  me  to  work. 

These  two  printers  I  found  poorly 
qualified  for  their  business.  Bradford  had 
not  been  bred  to  it,  and  was  very  illit- 
erate; and  Keimer,  though  something  of 
a  scholar,  was  a  mere  compositor,  know- 
ing nothing  of  presswork.  He  had  been 
one  of  the  French  prophets,  and  could 
act  their  enthusiastic  agitations.  At  this 
time  he  did  not  profess  any  particular 
religion,  but  something  of  all  on  oc- 
casion; was  very  ignorant  of  the  world, 
and  had,  as  I  afterward  found,  a  good 
deal  of  the  knave  in  his  composition. 
He  did  not  like  my  lodging  at  Bradford's 
while  I  worked  with  him.  He  had  a 
house,  indeed,  but  without  furniture,  so 
he  could  not  lodge  me;  but  he  got  me 


a  lodging  at  Mr.  Read's,  before  men- 
tioned, who  was  the  owner  of  his  house; 
and,  my  chest  and  clothes  being  come  by 
this  time,  I  made  rather  a  more  respect- 
able appearance  in  the  eyes  of  Miss  Read 
than  I  had  done  when  she  first  happened 
to  see  me  eating  my  roll  in  the  street. 


Mark  Twain 
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Few  writers  have  used  words  more 
simply  to  better  effect  than  Samuel  Lang- 
home  Clemens,  who  wrote  and  spoke 
as  Mark  Twain,  delighting  audiences 
and  readers  with  his  laconic  and  ap- 
parently artless  colloquialism.  The  essay 
on  James  Fenimore  Cooper  appeared 
first  in  the  north  American  review  in 
July,  1895,  hut  has  been  reprinted  often 
and  read  with  delight  ever  since;  an 
extension  of  these  remarks,  found  among 
Clemens' s  unpublished  manuscripts,  was 
printed  in  the  new  England  quarterly 
in  September,  1946.  It  is  natural  that 
Mark  Twain,  whose  own  style  was  built 
on  the  directness  and  rhythmic  patterns 
of  Western  speech,  should  resent  the 
wooden  bookishness  and  pretension  of 
the  earlier  novelist.  Cooper  was  a  sitting 
duck,  and  Mark  Twain  peppered  him 
effectively.  What  he  failed  to  see  was 
that  Cooper  sometimes  wrote  effectively, 
though  in  a  manner  different  from  Mark 
Twain's. 


Fenimore  Cooper's  Literary 
Offenses 

The  Pathfinder  and  The  Deerslayer 
stand  at  the  head  of  Cooper's  novels 
as  artistic  creations.  There  are  others  of 
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his  works  which  contain  parts  as  per- 
fect as  are  to  be  found  in  these,  and 
scenes  even  more  thrilling.  Not  one  can 
be  compared  with  either  of  them  as  a 
finished  whole. 

The  defects  in  both  of  these  tales  are 
comparatively  slight.  They  were  pure 
works  of  art. 

PROF.  LOUNSBURY. 

The  five  tales  reveal  an  extraordinary 
fulness  of  invention. 

.  .  .  One  of  the  very  greatest  char- 
acters   in    fiction,    Natty    Bumppo  .  .  . 

The  craft  of  the  woodsman,  the  tricks 
of  the  trapper,  all  the  delicate  art  of  the 
forest,  were  familiar  to  Cooper  from  his 
youth  up. 

PROF.  BRANDER  MATTHEWS. 

Cooper  is  the  greatest  artist  in  the 
domain  of  romantic  fiction  yet  produced 
by  America. 

WILKIE   COLLINS. 

It  seems  to  me  that  it  was  far  from  right 
for  the  Professor  of  English  Literature  in 
Yale,  the  Professor  of  English  Literature 
in  Columbia,  and  Wilkie  Collins  to  de- 
liver opinions  on  Cooper's  literature  with- 
out having  read  some  of  it.  It  would  have 
been  much  more  decorous  to  keep  silent 
and  let  persons  talk  who  have  read 
Cooper. 

Cooper's  art  has  some  defects.  In  one 
place  in  Deerslayer,  and  in  the  restricted 
space  of  two-thirds  of  a  page,  Cooper 
has  scored  114  offences  against  literary 
art  out  of  a  possible  115.  It  breaks  the 
record. 

There  are  nineteen  rules  governing 
literary  art  in  the  domain  of  romantic 
fiction — some  say  twenty-two.  In  Deer- 
slayer  Cooper  violated  eighteen  of  them. 
These  eighteen  require: 

1.  That  a  tale  shall  accomplish  some- 
thing and  arrive  somewhere.  But  the 
Deerslayer  tale  accomplishes  nothing 
and  arrives  in  the  air. 

2.  They  require  that  the  episodes  of 
a  tale  shall  be  necessary  part  of  the  tale, 
and  shall  help  to  develop  it.  But  as  the 


Deerslayer  tale  is  not  a  tale,  and  ac- 
complishes nothing  and  arrives  nowhere, 
the  episodes  have  no  rightful  place  in  the 
work,  since  there  was  nothing  for  them 
to  develop. 

3.  They  require  that  the  personages  in 
a  tale  shall  be  alive,  except  in  the  case 
of  corpses,  and  that  always  the  reader 
shall  be  able  to  tell  the  corpses  from  the 
others.  But  this  detail  has  often  been 
overlooked  in  the  Deerslayer  tale. 

4.  They  require  that  the  personages 
in  a  tale,  both  dead  and  alive,  shall  ex- 
hibit a  sufficient  excuse  for  being  there. 
But  this  detail  also  has  been  overlooked 
in  the  Deerslayer  tale. 

5.  They  require  that  when  the  per- 
sonages of  a  tale  deal  in  conversation, 
the  talk  shall  sound  like  human  talk,  and 
be  talk  such  as  human  beings  would  be 
likely  to  talk  in  the  given  circumstances, 
and  have  a  discoverable  meaning,  also 
a  discoverable  purpose,  and  a  show  of 
relevancy,  and  remain  in  the  neighbor- 
hood of  the  subject  in  hand,  and  be  in- 
teresting to  the  reader,  and  help  out  the 
tale,  and  stop  when  the  people  cannot 
think  of  anything  more  to  say.  But  this 
requirement  has  been  ignored  from  the 
beginning  of  the  Deerslayer  tale  to  the 
end  of  it. 

6.  They  require  that  when  the  author 
describes  the  character  of  a  personage 
in  his  tale,  the  conduct  and  conversa- 
tion of  that  personage  shall  justify  said 
description.  But  this  law  gets  little  or 
no  attention  in  the  Deerslayer  tale,  as 
Natty  Bumppo's  case  will  amply  prove. 

7.  They  require  that  when  a  personage 
talks  like  an  illustrated,  gilt-edged,  tree- 
calf,  hand-tooled,  seven-dollar  Friend- 
ship's Offering  in  the  beginning  of  a 
paragraph,  he  shall  not  talk  like  a  Negro 
minstrel  in  the  end  of  it.  But  this  rule 
is  flung  down  and  danced  upon  in  the 
Deerslayer  tale. 

8.  They  require  that  crass  stupidities 
shall  not  be  played  upon  the  reader  as 
"the  craft  of  the  woodsman,  the  delicate 
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art  of  the  forest,"  by  either  the  author  or 
the  people  in  the  tale.  But  this  rule  is 
persistently  violated  in  the  Deerslayer 
tale. 

9.  They  require  that  the  personages 
of  a  tale  shall  confine  themselves  to 
possibilities  and  let  miracles  alone;  or, 
if  they  venture  a  miracle,  the  author 
must  so  plausibly  set  it  forth  as  to  make 
it  look  possible  and  reasonable.  But 
these  rules  are  not  respected  in  the 
Deerslayer   tale. 

10.  They  require  that  the  author  shall 
make  the  reader  feel  a  deep  interest  in 
the  personages  of  his  tale  and  in  their 
fate,  and  that  he  shall  make  the  reader 
love  the  good  people  in  the  tale  and  hate 
the  bad  ones.  But  the  reader  of  the 
Deerslayer  tale  dislikes  the  good  people 
in  it,  is  indifferent  to  the  others,  and 
wishes  they  would  all  get  drowned  to- 
gether. 

11.  They  require  that  the  characters  in 
a  tale  shall  be  so  clearly  defined  that  the 
reader  can  tell  beforehand  what  each 
will  do  in  a  given  emergency.  But  in  the 
Deerslayer  tale  this  rule  is  vacated. 

In  addition  to  these  large  rules  there 
are  some  little  ones.  These  require  that 
the  author  shall 

12.  Say  what  he  is  proposing  to  say, 
not  merely  come  near  it. 

13.  Use  the  right  word,  not  its  second 
cousin. 

14.  Eschew    surplusage. 

15.  Not  omit  necessary  details. 

16.  Avoid  slovenliness  of  form. 

17.  Use    good    grammar. 

18.  Employ  a  simple  and  straight- 
forward style. 

Even  these  seven  are  coldly  and  per- 
sistently violated  in  the  Deerslayer  tale. 

Cooper's  gift  in  the  way  of  invention 
was  not  a  rich  endowment  but  such  as 
it  was  he  liked  to  work  it,  he  was  pleased 
with  the  effects,  and  indeed  he  did  some 
quite  sweet  things  with  it.  In  his  little 
box  of  stage  properties  he  kept  six  or 
eight  cunning  devices,  tricks,  artifices  for 


his  savages  and  woodsmen  to  deceive 
and  circumvent  each  other  with,  and 
he  was  never  so  happy  as  when  he  was 
working  these  innocent  things  and  seeing 
them  go.  A  favorite  one  was  to  make 
a  moccasined  person  tread  in  the  tracks 
of  the  moccasined  enemy,  and  thus  hide 
his  own  trail.  Cooper  wore  out  barrels 
and  barrels  of  moccasins  in  working  that 
trick.  Another  stage-property  that  he 
pulled  out  of  his  box  pretty  frequently 
was  his  broken  twig.  He  prized  his 
broken  twig  above  all  the  rest  of  his 
effects,  and  worked  it  the  hardest.  It  is 
a  restful  chapter  in  any  book  of  his  when 
somebody  doesn't  step  on  a  dry  twig  and 
alarm  all  the  reds  and  whites  for  two 
hundred  yards  around.  Every  time  a 
Cooper  person  is  in  peril,  and  absolute 
silence  is  worth  four  dollars  a  minute, 
he  is  sure  to  step  on  a  dry  twig.  There 
may  be  a  hundred  handier  things  to 
step  on,  but  that  wouldn't  satisfy  Cooper. 
Cooper  requires  him  to  turn  out  and 
find  a  dry  twig;  and  if  he  can't  do  it,  go 
and  borrow  one.  In  fact,  the  Leather 
Stocking  Series  ought  to  have  been 
called  the  Broken  Twig  Series. 

I  am  sorry  there  is  not  room  to  put  in 
a  few  dozen  instances  of  the  delicate 
art  of  the  forest,  as  practised  by  Natty 
Bumppo  and  some  of  the  other  Cooperian 
experts.  Perhaps  we  may  venture  two  or 
three  samples.  Cooper  was  a  sailor — a 
naval  officer;  yet  he  gravely  tells  us  how 
a  vessel,  driving  towards  a  lee  shore  in  a 
gale,  is  steered  for  a  particular  spot  by 
her  skipper  because  he  knows  of  an 
undertow  there  which  will  hold  her  back 
against  the  gale  and  save  her.  For  just 
pure  woodcraft,  or  sailorcraft,  or  what- 
ever it  is,  isn't  that  neat?  For  several 
years  Cooper  was  daily  in  the  society  of 
artillery,  and  he  ought  to  have  noticed 
that  when  a  cannon-ball  strikes  the 
ground  it  either  buries  itself  or  skips  a 
hundred  feet  or  so;  skips  again  a  hundred 
feet  or  so — and  so  on,  till  finally  it  gets 
tired   and   rolls.   Now   in   one   place   he 
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loses  some  "females" — as  he  always 
calls  women — in  the  edge  of  a  wood  near 
a  plain  at  night  in  a  fog,  on  purpose  to 
give  Bumppo  a  chance  to  show  off 
the  delicate  art  of  the  forest  before  the 
reader.  These  mislaid  people  are  hunt- 
ing for  a  fort.  They  hear  a  cannon-blast, 
and  a  cannon-ball  presently  comes  roll- 
ing into  the  wood  and  stops  at  their  feet. 
To  the  females  this  suggests  nothing. 
The  case  is  very  different  with  the  ad- 
mirable Bumppo.  I  wish  I  may  never 
know  peace  again  if  he  doesn't  strike 
out  promptly  and  follow  the  track  of 
that  cannon-ball  across  the  plain  through 
the  dense  fog  and  find  the  fort.  Isn't  it 
a  daisy?  If  Cooper  had  any  real  knowl- 
edge of  Nature's  ways  of  doing  things, 
he  had  a  most  delicate  art  in  concealing 
the  fact.  For  instance:  one  of  his  acute 
Indian  experts,  Chingachgook  (pro- 
nounced Chicago,  I  think),  has  lost  the 
trail  of  a  person  he  is  tracking  through 
the  forest.  Apparently  that  trail  is  hope- 
lessly lost.  Neither  you  nor  I  could  ever 
have  guessed  out  the  way  to  find  it.  It 
was  very  different  with  Chicago.  Chi- 
cago was  not  stumped  for  long.  He 
turned  a  running  stream  out  of  its  course 
and  there,  in  the  slush  in  its  old  bed, 
were  that  person's  moccasin  tracks.  The 
current  did  not  wash  them  away,  as  it 
would  have  done  in  all  other  like  cases 
— no,  even  the  eternal  laws  of  Nature 
have  to  vacate  when  Cooper  wants  to 
put  up  a  delicate  job  of  woodcraft  on  the 
reader. 

We  must  be  a  little  wary  when 
Brander  Matthews  tells  us  that  Cooper's 
books  "reveal  an  extraordinary  fulness 
of  invention."  As  a  rule,  I  am  quite  will- 
ing to  accept  Brander  Matthews's  literary 
judgments  and  applaud  his  lucid  and 
graceful  phrasing  of  them,  but  that 
particular  statement  needs  to  be  taken 
with  a  few  tons  of  salt.  Bless  your  heart, 
Cooper  hadn't  any  more  invention  than 
a  horse,  and  I  don't  mean  a  high-class 
horse,  either,  I  mean  a  clothes-horse.  It 


would  be  very  difficult  to  find  a  really 
clever  "situation"  in  Cooper's  books,  and 
still  more  difficult  to  find  one  of  any 
kind  which  he  has  failed  to  render  ab- 
surd by  his  handling  of  it.  Look  at  the 
episodes  of  "the  caves";  and  at  the 
celebrated  scuffle  between  Maqua  and 
those  others  on  the  table-land  a  few  days 
later;  and  at  Hurry  Harry's  queer  water- 
transit  from  the  castle  to  the  ark;  and  at 
Deerslayer's  half-hour  with  his  first 
corpse;  and  at  the  quarrel  between 
Hurry  Harry  and  Deerslayer  later;  and 
at — but  choose  for  yourself;  you  can't 
go  amiss. 

If  Cooper  had  been  an  observer  his  in- 
ventive faculty  would  have  worked  bet- 
ter; not  more  interestingly,  but  more  ra- 
tionally, more  plausibly.  Cooper's  proud- 
est creations  in  the  way  of  "situations" 
suffer  noticeably  from  the  absence  of  the 
observer's  protecting  gift.  Cooper's  eye 
was  splendidly  inaccurate.  Cooper  sel- 
dom saw  anything  correctly.  He  saw 
nearly  all  things  as  through  a  glass  eye, 
darkly.  Of  course  a  man  who  cannot  see 
the  commonest  little  every-day  matters 
accurately  is  working  at  a  disadvantage 
when  he  is  constructing  a  "situation."  In 
the  Deerslayer  tale  Cooper  has  a  stream 
which  is  fifty  feet  wide  where  it  flows 
out  of  a  lake;  it  presently  narrows  to 
twenty  as  it  meanders  along  for  no  given 
reason,  and  yet  when  a  stream  acts  like 
that  it  ought  to  be  required  to  explain 
itself.  Fourteen  pages  later  the  width 
of  the  brook's  outlet  from  the  lake  has 
suddenly  shrunk  thirty  feet,  and  become 
"the  narrowest  part  of  the  stream."  This 
shrinkage  is  not  accounted  for.  The 
stream  has  bends  in  it,  a  sure  indication 
that  it  has  alluvial  banks  and  cuts  them; 
yet  these  bends  are  only  thirty  and  fifty 
feet  long.  If  Cooper  had  been  a  nice 
and  punctilious  observer  he  would  have 
noticed  that  the  bends  were  oftener  nine 
hundred  feet  long  than  short  of  it. 

Cooper  made  the  exit  of  that  stream 
fifty  feet  wide,  in  the  first  place,  for  no 
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particular  reason;  in  the  second  place, 
he  narrowed  it  to  less  than  twenty  to 
accommodate  some  Indians.  He  bends  a 
"sapling"  to  the  form  of  an  arch  over 
this  narrow  passage,  and  conceals  six 
Indians  in  its  foliage.  They  are  "laying" 
for  a  settler's  scow  or  ark  which  is  com- 
ing up  the  stream  on  its  way  to  the  lake; 
it  is  being  hauled  against  the  stiff  cur- 
rent by  a  rope  whose  stationary  end  is 
anchored  in  the  lake;  its  rate  of  progress 
cannot  be  more  than  a  mile  an  hour. 
Cooper  describes  the  ark,  but  pretty  ob- 
scurely. In  the  matter  of  dimensions  "it 
was  little  more  than  a  modern  canal- 
boat."  Let  us  guess,  then,  that  it  was 
about  one  hundred  and  forty  feet  long. 
It  was  of  "greater  breadth  than  com- 
mon." Let  us  guess,  then,  that  it  was 
about  sixteen  feet  wide.  This  leviathan 
had  been  prowling  down  bends  which 
were  but  a  third  as  long  as  itself,  and 
scraping  between  banks  where  it  had 
only  two  feet  of  space  to  spare  on  each 
side.  We  cannot  too  much  admire  this 
miracle.  A  low-roofed  log  dwelling  oc- 
cupies "two-thirds  of  the  ark's  length" 
— a  dwelling  ninety  feet  long  and  sixteen 
feet  wide,  let  us  say,  a  kind  of  vestibule 
train.  The  dwelling  has  two  rooms,  each 
forty-five  feet  long  and  sixteen  feet  wide, 
let  us  guess.  One  of  them  is  the  bed- 
room of  the  Hutter  girls,  Judith  and 
Hetty;  the  other  is  the  parlor  in  the  day- 
time, at  night  it  is  papa's  bed-chamber. 
The  ark  is  arriving  at  the  stream's  exit 
now,  whose  width  has  been  reduced  to 
less  than  twenty  feet  to  accommodate 
the  Indians — say  to  eighteen.  There  is 
a  foot  to  spare  on  each  side  of  the  boat. 
Did  the  Indians  notice  that  there  was 
going  to  be  a  tight  squeeze  there?  Did 
they  notice  that  they  could  make  money 
by  climbing  down  out  of  that  arched 
sapling  and  just  stepping  aboard  when 
the  ark  scraped  by?  No,  other  Indians 
would  have  noticed  these  things  but 
Cooper's  Indians  never  notice  anything. 
Cooper  thinks  they  are  marvelous  crea- 


tures for  noticing  but  he  was  almost  al- 
ways in  error  about  his  Indians.  There 
was  seldom  a  sane  one  among  them. 

The  ark  is  one  hundred  and  forty  feet 
long;  the  dwelling  is  ninety  feet  long. 
The  idea  of  the  Indians  is  to  drop  softly 
and  secretly  from  the  arched  sapling  to 
the  dwelling  as  the  ark  creeps  along  un- 
der it  at  the  rate  of  a  mile  an  hour,  and 
butcher  the  family.  It  will  take  the  ark 
a  minute  and  a  half  to  pass  under.  It 
will  take  the  ninety-foot  dwelling  a  min- 
ute to  pass  under.  Now,  then,  what  did 
the  six  Indians  do?  It  would  take  you 
thirty  years  to  guess  and  even  then  you 
would  have  to  give  up,  I  believe.  There- 
fore, I  will  tell  you  what  the  Indians 
did.  Their  chief,  a  person  of  quite  ex- 
traordinary intellect  for  a  Cooper  Indian, 
warily  watched  the  canal-boat  as  it 
squeezed  along  under  him  and  when  he 
had  got  his  calculations  fined  down  to 
exactly  the  right  shade,  as  he  judged, 
he  let  go  and  dropped.  And  missed  the 
house!  That  is  actually  what  he  did.  He 
missed  the  house  and  landed  in  the  stern 
of  the  scow.  It  was  not  much  of  a  fall, 
yet  it  knocked  him  silly.  He  lay  there 
unconscious.  If  the  house  had  been 
ninety-seven  feet  long  he  would  have 
made  the  trip.  The  fault  was  Cooper's, 
not  his.  The  error  lay  in  the  construction 
of  the  house.  Cooper  was  no  architect. 

There  still  remained  in  the  roost  five 
Indians.  The  boat  has  passed  under  and 
is  now  out  of  their  reach.  Let  me  explain 
what  the  five  did — you  would  not  be 
able  to  reason  it  out  for  yourself.  No.  1 
jumped  for  the  boat  but  fell  in  the  water 
astern  of  it.  Then  No.  2  jumped  for  the 
boat  but  fell  in  the  water  still  farther 
astern  of  it.  Then  No.  3  jumped  for  the 
boat  and  fell  a  good  way  astern  of  it. 
Then  No.  4  jumped  for  the  boat  and 
fell  in  the  water  away  astern.  Then  even 
No.  5  made  a  jump  for  the  boat —  for  he 
was  a  Cooper  Indian.  In  the  matter  of  in- 
tellect, the  difference  between  a  Cooper 
Indian   and   the   Indian   that   stands   in 
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front  of  the  cigar-shop  is  not  spacious. 
The  scow  episode  is  really  a  sublime 
burst  of  invention  but  it  does  not  thrill, 
because  the  inaccuracy  of  the  details 
throws  a  sort  of  air  of  fictitiousness  and 
general  improbability  over  it.  This  comes 
of  Cooper's  inadequacy  as  an  observer. 

The  reader  will  find  some  examples  of 
Cooper's  high  talent  for  inaccurate  ob- 
servation in  the  account  of  the  shooting- 
match  in  The  Pathfinder. 

A  common  wrought  nail  was  driven  lightly 
into  the  target,  its  head  having  been  first 
touched  with  paint. 

The  color  of  the  paint  is  not  stated — 
an  important  omission,  but  Cooper  deals 
freely  in  important  omissions.  No,  after 
all,  it  was  not  an  important  omission,  for 
this  nail-head  is  a  hundred  yards  from 
the  marksmen  and  could  not  be  seen  by 
them  at  that  distance,  no  matter  what 
its  color  might  be.  How  far  can  the  best 
eyes  see  a  common  house-fly?  A  hundred 
yards?  It  is  quite  impossible.  Very  well, 
eyes  that  cannot  see  a  house-fly  that  is  a 
hundred  yards  away  cannot  see  an  ordi- 
nary nailhead  at  that  distance,  for  the 
size  of  the  two  objects  is  the  same.  It 
takes  a  keen  eye  to  see  a  fly  or  a  nail- 
head  at  fifty  yards — one  hundred  and 
fifty  feet.  Can  the  reader  do  it? 

The  nail  was  lightly  driven,  its  head 
painted,  and  game  called.  Then  the 
Cooper  miracles  began.  The  bullet  of 
the  first  marksman  chipped  an  edge  of 
the  nail-head;  the  next  man's  bullet 
drove  the  nail  a  little  way  into  the  target 
— and  removed  all  the  paint.  Haven't 
the  miracles  gone  far  enough  now?  Not 
to  suit  Cooper;  for  the  purpose  of  this 
whole  scheme  is  to  show  off  his  prodigy, 
Deerslayer-Hawkeye-Long-Rifle-Leather- 
Stocking-Pathfinder-Bumppo  before  the 
ladies. 

"Be  all  ready  to  clench  it,  boys!"  cried 
out  Pathfinder,  stepping  into  his  friend's 
tracks  the  instant  they  were  vacant.  "Never 
mind  a  new  nail;  I  can  see  that,  though  the 


paint  is  gone,  and  what  I  can  see  I  can  hit 
at  a  hundred  yards,  though  it  were  only  a 
mosquito's  eye.  Be  ready  to  clench!" 

The  rifle  cracked,  the  bullet  sped  its  way, 
and  the  head  of  the  nail  was  buried  in  the 
wood,  covered  by  the  piece  of  flattened  lead. 

There,  you  see,  is  a  man  who  could 
hunt  flies  with  a  rifle,  and  command  a 
ducal  salary  in  a  Wild  West  show  to- 
day if  we  had  him  back  with  us. 

The  recorded  feat  is  certainly  surpris- 
ing just  as  it  stands;  but  it  is  not  surpris- 
ing enough  for  Cooper.  Cooper  adds  a 
touch.  He  has  made  Pathfinder  do  this 
miracle  with  another  man's  rifle;  and  not 
only  that,  but  Pathfinder  did  not  have 
even  the  advantage  of  loading  it  him- 
self. He  had  everything  against  him,  and 
yet  he  made  that  impossible  shot;  and 
not  only  made  it,  but  did  it  with  absolute 
confidence,  saying,  "Be  ready  to  clench." 
Now  a  person  like  that  would  have  un- 
dertaken that  same  feat  with  a  brickbat, 
and  with  Cooper  to  help  he  would  have 
achieved  it,  too. 

Pathfinder  showed  off  handsomely  that 
day  before  the  ladies.  His  very  first  feat 
was  a  thing  which  no  Wild  West  show 
can  touch.  He  was  standing  with  the 
group  of  marksmen,  observing — a  hun- 
dred yards  from  the  target,  mind;  one 
Jasper  raised  his  rifle  and  drove  the 
centre  of  the  bull's-eye.  Then  the  Quar- 
termaster fired.  The  target  exhibited  no 
result  this  time.  There  was  a  laugh.  "It's 
a  dead  miss,"  said  Major  Lundie.  Path- 
finder waited  an  impressive  moment  or 
two;  then  said,  in  that  calm,  indifferent, 
know-it-all  way  of  his,  "No,  Major,  he 
has  covered  Jasper's  bullet,  as  will  be 
seen  if  any  one  will  take  the  trouble  to 
examine  the  target." 

Wasn't  it  remarkable!  How  could  he 
see  that  little  pellet  fly  through  the  air 
and  enter  that  distant  bullet-hole?  Yet 
that  is  what  he  did;  for  nothing  is  impos- 
sible to  a  Cooper  person.  Did  any  of 
those  people  have  any  deep-seated 
doubts   about   this   thing?   No;    for  that 
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would  imply  sanity,  and  these  were  all 
Cooper  people. 

The  respect  for  Pathfinder's  skill  and  for 
his  quickness  and  accuracy  of  sight  (the 
italics  are  mine)  was  so  profound  and  gen- 
eral, that  the  instant  he  made  this  declaration 
the  spectators  began  to  distrust  their  own 
opinions,  and  a  dozen  rushed  to  the  target 
in  order  to  ascertain  the  fact.  There,  sure 
enough,  it  was  found  that  the  Quartermas- 
ter's bullet  had  gone  through  the  hole  made 
by  Jasper's,  and  that,  too,  so  accurately  as 
to  require  a  minute  examination  to  be  cer- 
tain of  the  circumstance,  which,  however, 
was  soon  clearly  established  by  discovering 
one  bullet  over  the  other  in  the  stump  against 
which  the  target  was  placed. 

They  made  a  "minute"  examination; 
but  never  mind,  how  could  they  know 
that  there  were  two  bullets  in  that  hole 
without  digging  the  latest  one  out?  for 
neither  probe  nor  eyesight  could  prove 
the  presence  of  any  more  than  one  bul- 
let. Did  they  dig?  No;  as  we  shall  see. 
It  is  the  Pathfinder's  turn  now;  he  steps 
out  before  the  ladies,  takes  aim,  and 
fires. 

But,  alas!  here  is  a  disappointment;  an 
incredible,  an  unimaginable  disappoint- 
ment— for  the  target's  aspect  is  un- 
changed; there  is  nothing  there  but  that 
same  old  bullet-hole! 

"If  one  dared  to  hint  at  such  a  thing," 
cried  Major  Duncan,  "I  should  say  that  the 
Pathfinder  has  also  missed  the  target!" 

As  nobody  had  missed  it  yet,  the 
"also"  was  not  necessary;  but  never  mind 
about  that,  for  the  Pathfinder  is  going 
to  speak. 

"No,  no,  Major,"  said  he,  confidently, 
"that  would  be  a  risky  declaration.  I  didn't 
load  the  piece,  and  can't  say  what  was  in  it; 
but  if  it  was  lead,  you  will  find  the  bullet 
driving  down  those  of  the  Quartermaster  and 
Jasper,  else  is  not  my  name  Pathfinder." 

A  shout  from  the  target  announced  the 
truth  of  this  assertion. 

Is  the  miracle  sufficient  as  it  stands? 
Not  for  Cooper.  The  Pathfinder  speaks 


again,  as  he  "now  slowly  advances  to- 
ward the  stage  occupied  by  the  females": 

"That's  not  all,  boys,  that's  not  all;  if  you 
find  the  target  touched  at  all,  I'll  own  to  a 
miss.  The  Quartermaster  cut  the  wood,  but 
you'll  find  no  wood  cut  by  that  last  mes- 
senger." 

The  miracle  is  at  last  complete.  He 
knew — doubtless  saw — at  the  distance  of 
a  hundred  yards — that  his  bullet  had 
passed  into  the  hole  without  fraying  the 
edges.  There  were  now  three  bullets  in 
that  one  hole,  three  bullets  embedded 
processionally  in  the  body  of  the  stump 
back  of  the  target.  Everybody  knew  this, 
somehow  or  other,  and  yet  nobody  had 
dug  any  of  them  out  to  make  sure. 
Cooper  is  not  a  close  observer  but  he  is 
interesting.  He  is  certainly  always  that, 
no  matter  what  happens.  And  he  is  more 
interesting  when  he  is  not  noticing  what 
he  is  about  than  when  he  is.  This  is  a 
considerable  merit. 

The  conversations  in  the  Cooper  books 
have  a  curious  sound  in  our  modern  ears. 
To  believe  that  such  talk  really  ever 
came  out  of  people's  mouths  would  be 
to  believe  that  there  was  a  time  when 
time  was  of  no  value  to  a  person  who 
thought  he  had  something  to  say,  when 
it  was  the  custom  to  spread  a  two-minute 
remark  out  to  ten,  when  a  man's  mouth 
was  a  rolling-mill  and  busied  itself  all 
day  long  in  turning  four-foot  pigs  of 
thought  into  thirty-foot  bars  of  conver- 
sational railroad  iron  by  attenuation, 
when  subjects  were  seldom  faithfully 
stuck  to  but  the  talk  wandered  all 
around  and  arrived  nowhere,  when  con- 
versations consisted  mainly  of  irrele- 
vancies  with  here  and  there  a  relevancy, 
a  relevancy  with  an  embarrassed  look, 
as  not  being  able  to  explain  how  it  got 
there. 

Cooper  was  certainly  not  a  master  in 
the  construction  of  dialogue.  Inaccurate 
observation  defeated  him  here  as  it  de- 
feated him  in  so  many  other  enterprises 
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of  his.  He  even  failed  to  notice  that  the 
man  who  talks  corrupt  English  six  days 
in  the  week  must  and  will  talk  it  on  the 
seventh,  and  can't  help  himself.  In  the 
Deerslayer  story  he  lets  Deerslayer  talk 
the  showiest  kind  of  book-talk  sometimes, 
and  at  other  times  the  basest  of  base 
dialects.  For  instance,  when  some  one 
asks  him  if  he  has  a  sweetheart,  and  if 
so  where  she  abides,  this  is  his  majestic 
answer: 

"She's  in  the  forest — hanging  from  the 
boughs  of  the  trees,  in  a  soft  rain — in  the 
dew  on  the  open  grass — the  clouds  that  float 
about  in  the  blue  heavens — the  birds  that 
sing  in  the  woods — the  sweet  springs  where 
I  slake  my  thirst — and  in  all  the  other  glori- 
ous gifts  that  come  from  God's  Providence!" 

And  he  preceded  that,  a  little  before, 
with  this: 

"It  consarns  me  as  all  things  that  touches 
a  fri'nd  consarns  a  fri'nd." 

And  this  is  another  of  his  remarks: 

"If  I  was  Injin  born,  now,  I  might  tell  of 
this,  or  carry  in  the  scalp  and  boast  of  the 
expl'ite  afore  the  whole  tribe;  or  if  my 
inimy  had  only  been  a  bear" — and  so  on. 

We  cannot  imagine  such  a  thing  as 
a  veteran  Scotch  Commander-in-Chief 
comporting  himself  in  the  field  like  a 
windy  melodramatic  actor,  but  Cooper 
could.  On  one  occasion  Alice  and  Cora 
were  being  chased  by  the  French 
through  a  fog  in  the  neighborhood  of 
their  father's  fort: 

"Point  de  quartier  aux  coquins!"  cried  an 
eager  pursuer,  who  seemed  to  direct  the 
operations  of  the  enemy. 

"Stand  firm  and  be  ready,  my  gallant 
60ths!"  suddenly  exclaimed  a  voice  above 
them;  "wait  to  see  the  enemy;  fire  low,  and 
sweep  the  glacis." 

"Father!  father!"  exclaimed  a  piercing  cry 
from  out  the  mist;  "it  is  I!  Alice!  thy  own 
Elsie!  spare,  O!  save  your  daughters!" 

"Hold!"  shouted  the  former  speaker,  in  the 
awful  tones  of  parental  agony,  the  sound 
reaching  even  to  the  woods,  and  rolling  back 


in  solemn  echo.  "Tis  she!  God  has  restored 
me  my  children!  Throw  open  the  sally-port; 
to  the  field,  60ths,  to  the  field!  pull  not  a 
trigger,  lest  ye  kill  my  lambs!  Drive  off  these 
dogs  of  France  with  your  steel!" 

Cooper's  word-sense  was  singularly 
dull.  When  a  person  has  a  poor  ear  for 
music  he  will  flat  and  sharp  right  along 
without  knowing  it.  He  keeps  near  the 
tune,  but  it  is  not  the  tune.  When  a  per- 
son has  a  poor  ear  for  words,  the  result 
is  a  literary  flatting  and  sharping;  you 
perceive  what  he  is  intending  to  say,  but 
you  also  perceive  that  he  doesn't  say  it. 
This  is  Cooper.  He  was  not  a  word- 
musician.  His  ear  was  satisfied  with  the 
approximate  word.  I  will  furnish  some 
circumstantial  evidence  in  support  of  this 
charge.  My  instances  are  gathered  from 
half  a  dozen  pages  of  the  tale  called 
Deerslayer.  He  uses  "verbal"  for  "oral"; 
"precision"  for  "facility";  "phenomena" 
for  "marvels";  "necessary"  for  "predeter- 
mined"; "unsophisticated"  for  "primi- 
tive"; "preparation"  for  "expectancy"; 
"rebuked"  for  "subdued";  "dependent 
on"  for  "resulting  from";  "fact"  for  "con- 
dition"; "fact"  for  "conjecture";  "precau- 
tion" for  "caution";  "explain"  for  "de- 
termine"; "mortified"  for  "disappointed"; 
"meretricious"  for  "factitious";  "mate- 
rially" for  "considerably";  "decreasing" 
for  "deepening";  "increasing"  for  "disap- 
pearing"; "embedded"  for  "inclosed"; 
"treacherous"  for  "hostile";  "stood"  for 
"stooped";  "softened"  for  "replaced";  "re- 
joined" for  "remarked";  "situation"  for 
"condition";  "different"  for  "differing"; 
"insensible"  for  "unsentient";  "brevity" 
for  "celerity";  "distrusted"  for  "suspi- 
cious"; "mental  imbecility"  for  "imbecil- 
ity"; "eyes"  for  "sight";  "counteracting" 
for  "opposing";  "funeral  obsequies"  for 
"obsequies." 

There  have  been  some  daring  people 
in  the  world  who  claimed  that  Cooper 
could  write  English,  but  they  are  all 
dead  now — all  dead  but  Lounsbury.  I 
don't  remember  that  Lounsbury  makes 
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the  claim  in  so  many  words,  still  he 
makes  it,  for  he  says  that  Deerslayer  is  a 
"pure  work  of  art."  Pure,  in  that  con- 
nection, means  faultless — faultless  in  all 
details — and  language  is  a  detail.  If 
Mr.  Lounsbury  had  only  compared  Coo- 
per's English  with  the  English  which  he 
writes  himself — but  it  is  plain  that  he 
didn't;  and  so  it  is  likely  that  he  imagines 
until  this  day  that  Cooper's  is  as  clean 
and  compact  as  his  own.  Now  I  feel 
sure,  deep  down  in  my  heart,  that 
Cooper  wrote  about  the  poorest  English 
that  exists  in  our  language,  and  that  the 
English  of  Deerslayer  is  the  very  worst 
that  even  Cooper  ever  wrote. 

I  may  be  mistaken,  but  it  does  seem 
to  me  that  Deerslayer  is  not  a  work  of 
art  in  any  sense;  it  does  seem  to  me 
that  it  is  destitute  of  every  detail  that 
goes  to  the  making  of  a  work  of  art;  in 
truth,  it  seems  to  me  that  Deerslayer  is 
just  simply  a  literary  delirium  tremens. 

A  work  of  art?  It  has  no  invention; 
it  has  no  order,  system,  sequence,  or  re- 
sult; it  has  no  life-likeness,  no  thrill,  no 
stir,  no  seeming  of  reality;  its  characters 
are  confusedly  drawn,  and  by  their  acts 
and  words  they  prove  that  they  are  not 
the  sort  of  people  the  author  claims  that 
they  are;  its  humor  is  pathetic;  its  pathos 
is  funny;  its  conversations  are — oh!  in- 
describable; its  love-scenes  odious;  its 
English  a  crime  against  the  language. 

Counting  these  out,  what  is  left  is  Art. 
I  think  we  must  all  admit  that. 


Walt  Whitman 
*  1819-1892 


Not  many  among  his  literary  fellows  un- 
derstood or  sympathized  with  Edgar 
Allan  Toe  as  completely  and  generously 
as  Walt  Whitman.  His  own  poetry  was 


very  different,  and  so  was  his  attitude 
toward  the  responsibilities  of  the  poet, 
but  he  recognized  Foe's  thwarted  genius 
at  the  same  time  that  he  knew  his  weak- 
nesses: a  quarter  of  a  century  after  the 
older  poet's  death,  Whitman  was  the 
only  one  of  the  principal  writers  of  the 
nineteenth  century  who  attended,  though 
it  seems  almost  inadvertantly,  the  me- 
morial services  in  Baltimore  at  which  in 
1875  Foe's  tombstone  was  unveiled.  The 
dream  of  a  vessel  adrift  in  a  storm  which 
he  recounted  then  is  often  remembered 
among  the  most  perceptive  brief  char- 
acterizations of  one  poet  by  another. 


Edgar  Poe's  Significance 

In  diagnosing  this  disease  called  human- 
ity— to  assume  for  the  nonce  what  seems 
a  chief  mood  of  the  personality  and 
writings  of  my  subject — I  have  thought 
that  poets,  somewhere  or  other  on  the 
list,  present  the  most  mark'd  indications. 
Comprehending  artists  in  a  mass,  musi- 
cians, painters,  actors,  and  so  on,  and 
considering  each  and  all  of  them  as 
radiations  or  flanges  of  that  furious 
whirling  wheel,  poetry,  the  centre  and 
axis  of  the  whole,  where  else  indeed  may 
we  so  well  investigate  the  causes, 
growths,  tally-marks  of  the  time — the 
age's  matter  and  malady? 

By  common  consent  there  is  nothing 
better  for  man  or  woman  than  a  perfect 
and  noble  life,  morally  without  flaw, 
happily  balanced  in  activity,  physically 
sound  and  pure,  giving  its  due  propor- 
tion, and  no  more,  to  the  sympathetic, 
the  human  emotional  element — a  life,  in 
all  these,  unhasting,  unresting,  untiring 
to  the  end.  And  yet  there  is  another 
shape  of  personality  dearer  far  to  the 
artist-sense,  (which  likes  the  play  of 
strongest  lights  and  shades)  where  the 
perfect  character,  the  good,  the  heroic, 
although   never    attain'd,    is    never   lost 
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sight  of,  but  through  failures,  sorrows, 
temporary  downfalls,  is  return'd  to  again 
and  again,  and  while  often  violated,  is 
passionately  adhered  to  as  long  as  mind, 
muscles,  voice,  obey  the  power  we  call 
volition.  This  sort  of  personality  we  see 
more  or  less  in  Burns,  Byron,  Schiller, 
and  George  Sand.  But  we  do  not  see  it 
in  Edgar  Poe.  (All  this  is  the  result  of 
reading  at  intervals  the  last  three  days  a 
new  volume  of  his  poems — I  took  it  on 
my  rambles  down  by  the  pond,  and  by 
degrees  read  it  all  through  there. )  While 
to  the  character  first  outlined  the  service 
Poe  renders  is  certainly  that  entire  con- 
trast and  contradiction  which  is  next 
best  to  fully  exemplifying  it. 

Almost  without  the  first  sign  of  moral 
principle,  or  of  the  concrete  or  its  hero- 
isms, or  the  simpler  affections  of  the 
heart,  Poe's  verses  illustrate  an  intense 
faculty  for  technical  and  abstract  beauty, 
with  the  rhyming  art  to  excess,  an  incor- 
rigible propensity  toward  nocturnal 
themes,  a  demoniac  undertone  behind 
every  page — and,  by  final  judgment, 
probably  belong  among  the  electric 
lights  of  imaginative  literature,  brilliant 
and  dazzling,  but  with  no  heat.  There 
is  an  indescribable  magnetism  about  the 
poet's  life  and  reminiscences,  as  well  as 
the  poems.  To  one  who  could  work  out 
their  subtle  retracing  and  restrospect, 
the  latter  would  make  a  close  tally  no 
doubt  between  the  author's  birth  and 
antecedents,  his  childhood  and  youth, 
his  physique,  his  so-call'd  education,  his 
studies  and  associates,  the  literary  and 
social  Baltimore,  Richmond,  Philadelphia 
and  New  York,  of  those  times — not  only 
the  places  and  circumstances  in  them- 
selves, but  often,  very  often,  in  a  strange 
spurning  of,  and  reaction  from  them  all. 

The  following  from  a  report  in  the 
Washington  Star  of  November  16,  1875, 
may  afford  those  who  care  for  it  some- 
thing further  of  my  point  of  view  toward 
this  interesting  figure  and  influence  of 
our  era.  There  occurr'd  about  that  date 


in  Baltimore  a  public  reburial  of  Poe's 
remains,  and  dedication  of  a  monument 
over  the  grave: 

Being  in  Washington  on  a  visit  at  the 
time,  "the  old  gray"  went  over  to  Baltimore, 
and  though  ill  from  paralysis,  consented  to 
hobble  up  and  silently  take  a  seat  on  the 
platform,  but  refused  to  make  any  speech, 
saying,  "I  have  felt  a  strong  impulse  to  come 
over  and  be  here  today  myself  in  memory 
of  Poe,  which  I  have  obey'd,  but  not  the 
slightest  impulse  to  make  a  speech,  which, 
my  dear  friends,  must  also  be  obeyed."  In  an 
informal  circle,  however,  in  conversation 
after  the  ceremonies,  Whitman  said:  "For 
a  long  while,  and  until  lately,  I  had  a  distaste 
for  Poe's  writings.  I  wanted  and  still  want 
for  poetry,  the  clear  sun  shining,  and  fresh 
air  blowing — the  strength  and  power  of 
health,  not  of  delerium,  even  amid  the 
stormiest  passions — with  always  the  back- 
ground of  the  eternal  moralities.  Non-com- 
plying with  these  requirements,  Poe's  genius 
has  yet  conquer'd  a  special  recognition  for 
itself,  and  I  too  have  come  to  fully  admit  it, 
and  appreciate  it  and  him. 

"In  a  dream  I  once  had,  I  saw  a  vessel  on 
the  sea,  at  midnight,  in  a  storm.  It  was  no 
great  full-rigg'd  ship,  nor  majestic  steamer, 
steering  firmly  through  the  gale,  but  seem'd 
one  of  those  superb  little  schooner  yachts  I 
had  often  seen  lying  anchor'd,  rocking  so 
jauntily,  in  the  waters  around  New  York,  or 
up  Long  Island  sound — now  flying  uncon- 
troll'd  with  torn  sails  and  broken  spars 
through  the  wild  sleet  and  winds  and  waves 
of  the  night.  On  the  deck  was  a  slender, 
slight,  beautiful  figure,  a  dim  man,  ap- 
parently enjoying  all  the  terror,  the  murk, 
and  the  dislocation  of  which  he  was  the 
center  and  the  victim.  That  figure  of  my 
lurid  dream  might  stand  for  Edgar  Poe,  his 
spirit,  his  fortunes,  and  his  poems — them- 
selves all  lurid  dreams." 

Much  more  may  be  said,  but  I  most 
desired  to  exploit  the  idea  put  at  the 
beginning.  By  its  popular  poets  the 
calibers  of  an  age,  the  weak  spots  of  its 
embankments,  its  subcurrents  (often 
more  significant  than  the  biggest  surface 
ones ) ,  are  unerringly  indicated.  The  lush 
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Herman  Melville 


and  the  weird  that  have  taken  such  ex- 
traordinary possession  of  nineteenth  cen- 
tury verse-lovers — what  mean  they?  The 
inevitable  tendency  of  poetic  culture  to 
morbidity,  abnormal  beauty — the  sickli- 
ness of  all  technical  thought  or  refine- 
ment in  itself — the  abnegation  of  the 
perennial  and  democratic  concretes  at 
first  hand,  the  body,  the  earth  and  sea, 
sex  and  the  like — and  the  substitution  of 
something  for  them  at  second  or  third 
hand — what  bearings  have  they  on  cur- 
rent pathological  study? 


Herman  Melville 
*  1819-1891 


This  essay,  which  appeared  in  the  New 
York  literary  world  in  August,  1850, 
gave  first  public  notice  of  the  discovery 
of  Nathaniel  Hawthorne  by  Herman 
Melville.  The  subsequent  friendship  be- 
tween the  two  has  become  one  of  the 
most  pleasantly  remembered  incidents  of 
our  literary  history,  and  a  weighing  of 
the  influence  of  one  upon  the  other  a 
favorite  topic  for  literary  essayists.  Mel- 
ville was  later  to  amend  his  opinion  that 

the     MOSSES    FROM    AN    OLD    MANSE    Was 

superlatively  among  Hawthorne's  best, 
and  after  very  few  years  the  two  men 
drifted  apart,  but  Melville's  early  recog- 
nition of  the  blackness  as  well  as  the  light 
in  Hawthorne  places  him  at  the  head  of 
a  long  procession  of  critics  vjho  have  dis- 
covered similar  ambiguities  in  Melville's 
writing  as  well. 


Hawthorne  and  His  Mosses 

.  .  .  Stretched  on  that  new-mown  clover, 
the    hillside    breeze    blowing    over    me 


through  the  wide  barn  door,  and  soothed 
by  the  hum  of  the  bees  in  the  meadows 
around,  how  magnificently  stole  over  me 
this  Mossy  Man!  and  how  amply,  how 
bountifully,  did  he  redeem  that  delicious 
promise  to  his  guests  in  the  Old  Manse, 
of  whom  it  is  written:  "Others  could  give 
them  pleasure,  or  amusement,  or  instruc- 
tion— these  could  be  picked  up  any- 
where; but  it  was  for  me  to  give  them 
rest — rest,  in  a  life  of  trouble!  What 
better  could  be  done  for  those  weary 
and  world-worn  spirits?  .  .  .  what  bet- 
ter could  be  done  for  anybody  who  came 
within  our  magic  circle  than  to  throw 
the  spell  of  a  tranquil  spirit  over  him?" 
So  all  that  day,  half  buried  in  new 
clover,  I  watched  this  Hawthorne's  "As- 
syrian dawn,  and  Paphian  sunset  and 
moonrise  from  the  summit  of  our  east- 
ern hill." 

The  soft  ravishments  of  the  man  spun 
me  round  about  in  a  web  of  dreams,  and 
when  the  book  was  closed,  when  the 
spell  was  over,  this  wizard  "dismissed 
me  with  but  misty  reminiscences,  as  if  I 
had  been  dreaming  of  him." 

What  a  wild  moonlight  of  contem- 
plative humor  bathes  that  Old  Manse! — 
the  rich  and  rare  distilment  of  a  spicy 
and  slowly-oozing  heart.  No  rollicking 
rudeness,  no  gross  fun  fed  on  fat  din- 
ners, and  bred  in  the  lees  of  wine, — but 
a  humor  so  spiritually  gentle,  so  high, 
so  deep,  and  yet  so  richly  relishable,  that 
it  were  hardly  inappropriate  in  an  angel. 
It  is  the  very  religion  of  mirth;  for  noth- 
ing so  human  but  it  may  be  advanced  to 
that.  The  orchard  of  the  Old  Manse 
seems  the  visible  type  of  the  fine  mind 
that  has  described  it — those  twisted  and 
contorted  old  trees,  "they  stretch  out 
their  crooked  branches,  and  take  such 
hold  of  the  imagination  that  we  remem- 
ber them  as  humorists  and  odd-fellows." 
And  then,  as  surrounded  by  these  gro- 
tesque forms,  and  hushed  in  the  noon- 
day repose  of  this  Hawthorne's  spell, 
how  aptly  might  the  still  fall  of  his  ruddy 
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thoughts  into  your  soul  be  symbolized 
by:  "In  the  stillest  afternoon,  if  I  lis- 
tened, the  thump  of  a  great  apple  was 
audible,  falling  without  a  breath  of  wind, 
from  the  mere  necessity  of  perfect  ripe- 
ness." For  no  less  ripe  than  ruddy  are 
the  apples  of  the  thoughts  and  fancies 
in  this  sweet  Man  of  Mosses.  .  .  . 

But  he  has  still  other  apples,  not  quite 
so  ruddy,  though  full  as  ripe:  apples  that 
have  been  left  to  wither  on  the  tree,  after 
the  pleasant  autumn  gathering  is  past. 
.  .  .  And  we  see  that  suffering,  some- 
time or  other,  in  some  shape  or  other — 
this  only  can  enable  any  man  to  depict 
it  in  others.  All  over  him,  Hawthorne's 
melancholy  rests  like  an  Indian  summer, 
which,  though  bathing  a  whole  country 
in  one  softness,  still  reveals  the  distinc- 
tive hue  of  every  towering  hill  and  far- 
winding  vale. 

But  it  is  the  least  part  of  genius  that 
attracts  admiration.  Where  Hawthorne  is 
known,  he  seems  to  be  deemed  a  pleas- 
ant writer,  with  a  pleasant  style, — a 
sequestered,  harmless  man,  from  whom 
any  deep  and  weighty  thing  would 
hardly  be  anticipated — a  man  who 
means  no  meanings.  But  there  is  no  man 
in  whom  humor  and  love,  like  mountain 
peaks,  soar  to  such  a  rapt  height  as  to 
receive  the  irradiations  of  the  upper 
skies;  there  is  no  man  in  whom  humor 
and  love  are  developed  in  that  high  form 
called  genius;  no  such  man  can  exist 
without  also  possessing,  as  the  indis- 
pensable complement  of  these,  a  great, 
deep  intellect,  which  drops  down  into 
the  universe  like  a  plummet.  Or,  love 
and  humor  are  only  the  eyes  through 
which  such  an  intellect  views  this  world. 
The  great  beauty  in  such  a  mind  is  but 
the  product  of  its  strength.  .  .  . 

For  spite  of  all  the  Indian-summer 
sunlight  on  the  hither  side  of  Haw- 
thorne's soul,  the  other  side — like  the 
dark  half  of  the  physical  sphere — is 
shrouded  in  a  blackness  ten  times  black. 
But  this  darkness  but  gives  more  effect 


to  the  ever-moving  dawn,  that  forever 
advances  through  it,  and  circumnavi- 
gates his  world.  Whether  Hawthorne  has 
simply  availed  himself  of  this  mystical 
blackness  as  a  means  to  the  wondrous 
effects  he  makes  it  to  produce  in  his 
lights  and  shades;  or  whether  there 
really  lurks  in  him,  perhaps  unknown  to 
himself,  a  touch  of  Puritanic  gloom, — 
this  I  cannot  altogether  tell.  Certain  it 
is,  however,  that  this  great  power  of 
blackness  in  him  derives  its  force  from 
its  appeals  to  that  Calvinistic  sense  of 
Innate  Depravity  and  Original  Sin,  from 
whose  visitations,  in  some  shape  or  other, 
no  deeply  thinking  mind  is  always  and 
wholly  free.  For,  in  certain  moods,  no 
man  can  weigh  this  world  without 
throwing  in  something,  something  like 
Original  Sin,  to  strike  the  uneven  bal- 
ance. At  all  events,  perhaps  no  writer 
has  ever  wielded  this  terrific  thought 
with  greater  terror  than  this  same  harm- 
less Hawthorne.  Still  more:  this  black 
conceit  pervades  him  through  and 
through.  You  may  be  witched  by  his 
sunlight — transported  by  the  bright 
gildings  in  the  skies  he  builds  over  you; 
but  there  is  the  blackness  of  darkness  be- 
yond; and  even  his  bright  gildings  but 
fringe  and  play  upon  the  edges  of  thun- 
der-clouds. In  one  word,  the  world  is 
mistaken  in  this  Nathaniel  Hawthorne. 
He  himself  must  often  have  smiled  at  its 
absurd  misconception  of  him.  He  is  im- 
measurably deeper  than  the  plummet  of 
the  mere  critic.  For  it  is  not  the  brain 
that  can  test  such  a  man;  it  is  only  the 
heart.  You  cannot  come  to  know  great- 
ness by  inspecting  it;  there  is  no  glimpse 
to  be  caught  of  it,  except  by  intuition; 
you  need  not  ring  it,  you  but  touch  it, 
and  you  find  it  is  gold. 

Now  it  is  that  blackness  in  Haw- 
thorne, of  which  I  have  spoken,  that  so 
fixes  and  fascinates  me.  It  may  be,  never- 
theless, that  it  is  too  largely  developed 
in  him.  Perhaps  he  does  not  give  us  a 
ray  of  light  for  every  shade  of  his  dark. 
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But  however  this  may  be,  this  blackness 
it  is  that  furnishes  the  infinite  obscure 
of  his  background — that  background 
against  which  Shakespeare  plays  his 
grandest  conceits,  the  things  that  have 
made  for  Shakespeare  his  loftiest  but 
most  circumscribed  renown,  as  the  pro- 
foundest  of  thinkers.  For  by  philosophers 
Shakespeare  is  not  adored,  as  the  great 
man  of  tragedy  and  comedy.  .  .  .  But 
it  is  those  deep,  far-away  things  in  him; 
those  occasional  flashings-forth  of  the 
intuitive  Truth  in  him;  those  short,  quick 
probings  at  the  very  axis  of  reality — 
these  are  the  things  that  make  Shake- 
speare, Shakespeare.  Through  the  mouths 
of  the  dark  characters  of  Hamlet,  Timon, 
Lear,  and  Iago,  he  craftily  says,  or  some- 
times insinuates  the  things  which  we  feel 
so  terrifically  true  that  it  were  well  all 
but  madness  for  any  good  man,  in  his 
proper  character,  to  utter,  or  even  hint 
of  them.  Tormented  into  desperation, 
Lear,  the  frantic  king,  tears  off  his  mask, 
and  speaks  the  same  madness  of  vital 
truth.  But,  as  I  before  said,  it  is  the 
least  part  of  genius  that  attracts  admira- 
tion. And  so,  much  of  the  blind,  un- 
bridled admiration  that  has  been  heaped 
upon  Shakespeare  has  been  lavished 
upon  the  least  part  of  him.  And  few 
of  his  endless  commentators  and  critics 
seem  to  have  remembered,  or  even  per- 
ceived, that  the  immediate  products  of 
a  great  mind  are  not  so  great  as  that  un- 
developed and  sometimes  undevelopable 
yet  dimly  discernible  greatness  to  which 
these  immediate  products  are  but  the 
infallible  indices.  In  Shakespeare's  tomb 
lied  infinitely  more  than  Shakespeare 
ever  wrote.  And  if  I  magnify  Shake- 
speare, it  is  not  so  much  for  what  he  did 
do  as  for  what  he  did  not  do,  or  re- 
frained from  doing.  For  in  this  world  of 
lies,  Truth  is  forced  to  fly  like  a  sacred 
white  doe  in  the  woodlands;  and  only  by 
cunning  glimpses  will  she  reveal  herself, 
as  in  Shakespeare  and  other  masters  of 
the  great  Art  of  Telling  the  Truth,  even 
though  it  be  covertly  and  by  snatches. 


But  if  this  view  of  the  all-popular 
Shakespeare  be  seldom  taken  by  his 
readers,  and  if  very  few  who  extol  him 
have  ever  read  him  deeply,  or,  perhaps, 
only  have  seen  him  on  the  tricky  stage 
(which  alone  made,  and  is  still  making 
him,  his  mere  mob  renown) — if  few  men 
have  time,  or  patience,  or  palate,  for  the 
spiritual  truth  as  it  is  in  that  great  genius 
— it  is  then  no  matter  of  surprise  that 
in  a  contemporaneous  age  Nathaniel 
Hawthorne  is  a  man  as  yet  utterly  mis- 
taken among  men.  Here  and  there,  in 
some  quiet  armchair  in  the  noisy  town, 
or  some  deep  nook  among  the  noiseless 
mountains,  he  may  be  appreciated  for 
something  of  what  he  is.  But  unlike 
Shakespeare,  who  was  forced  to  the  con- 
trary course  by  circumstances,  Haw- 
thorne (either  from  simple  disinclina- 
tion, or  else  from  inaptitude)  refrains 
from  all  popularizing  noise  and  show  of 
broad  farce  and  blood-besmeared  trag- 
edy; content  with  the  still,  rich  utterance 
of  a  great  intellect  in  repose,  and  which 
sends  few  thoughts  into  circulation,  ex- 
cept they  be  arterialized  at  his  large 
warm  lungs,  and  expanded  by  his  hon- 
est heart.  .  .  . 

Gainsay  it  who  will,  as  I  now  write,  I 
am  Posterity  speaking  by  proxy — and 
after-times  will  make  it  more  than  good, 
when  I  declare  that  the  American  who 
up  to  the  present  day  has  evinced,  in 
literature,  the  largest  brain  with  the 
largest  heart,  that  man  is  Nathaniel 
Hawthorne. 


John  Jay  Chapman 


*  1862-1933 


John  Jay  Chapman  was  at  the  beginning 
of  his  career  as  literary  critic  and  coura- 
geous political  reformer  when  he  pub- 
lished his  estimate  of  Emerson  in  the  at- 
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lantic  monthly  in  1897,  and  included 
it  a  year  later  as  the  title  essay  of  emer- 
son  and  other  essays.  Much  of  Chap- 
man's subsequent  life  was  dedicated  to 
liberal  causes  and  to  what  seemed  to 
him  the  lost  cause  of  renewing  passionate 
involvement  among  his  countrymen: 
"The  American,"  was  his  complaint,  "is 
incapable  of  taking  a  real  interest  in  any- 
thing." In  William  Lloyd  Garrison,  on 
whom  he  published  what  is  perhaps  his 
best  book  in  1913,  and  in  Emerson, 
Chapman  found  two  men  who,  what- 
ever their  shortcomings  otherwise,  did 
care,  and  who  called  on  other  men  to  ap- 
ply themselves  toward  becoming  or  do- 
ing the  best  their  capacities  would  allow 
— and  not  in  superficial  ways,  like  mak- 
ing lots  of  money.  All  around  him  Chap- 
man saw  stupid  men  becoming  wealthy, 
while  intellect  and  capacity  for  passion 
withered.  If  he  read  Emerson  partially, 
he  did  recognize  as  well  as  any  com- 
mentator except  Thomas  Carlyle  that  in 
speaking  of  the  sufficiency  of  the  indi- 
vidual Emerson  was  not  speaking  in  ordi- 
nary terms  of  democracy. 


Emerson 

"Leave  this  hypocritical  prating  about 
the  masses.  Masses  are  rude,  lame,  un- 
made, pernicious  in  their  demands  and 
influence,  and  need  not  to  be  flattered, 
but  to  be  schooled.  I  wish  not  to  concede 
anything  to  them,  but  to  tame,  drill, 
divide,  and  break  them  up,  and  draw 
individuals  out  of  them.  The  worst  of 
charity  is  that  the  lives  you  are  asked  to 
preserve  are  not  worth  preserving. 
Masses!  The  calamity  is  the  masses.  I 
do  not  wish  any  mass  at  all,  but  honest 
men  only,  lovely,  sweet,  accomplished 
women  only,  and  no  shovel-handed,  nar- 
row-brained, gin-drinking  million  stock- 
ingers  or  lazzoroni  at  all.  If  government 
knew  how,  I  should  like  to  see  it  check, 
not   multiply   the   population.    When   it 


reaches  its  true  law  of  action,  every  man 
that  is  born  will  be  hailed  as  essential. 
Away  with  this  hurrah  of  masses,  and  let 
us  have  the  considerate  vote  of  single 
men  spoken  on  their  honor  and  their 
conscience." 

This  extract  from  The  Conduct  of  Life 
gives  fairly  enough  the  leading  thought 
of  Emerson's  life.  The  unending  warfare 
between  the  individual  and  society 
shows  us  in  each  generation  a  poet  or 
two,  a  dramatist  or  a  musician  who 
exalts  and  deifies  the  individual,  and 
leads  us  back  again  to  the  only  object 
which  is  really  worthy  of  enthusiasm  or 
which  can  permanently  excite  it, — the 
character  of  a  man.  It  is  surprising  to 
find  this  identity  of  content  in  all  great 
deliverances.  The  only  thing  we  really 
admire  is  personal  liberty.  Those  who 
fought  for  it  and  those  who  enjoyed  it 
are  our  heroes. 

But  the  hero  may  enslave  his  race  by 
bringing  in  a  system  of  tyranny;  the  bat- 
tle-cry of  freedom  may  become  a  dogma 
which  crushes  the  soul;  one  good  cus- 
tom may  corrupt  the  world.  And  so  the 
inspiration  of  one  age  becomes  the  dam- 
nation of  the  next.  This  crystallizing  of 
life  into  death  has  occurred  so  often  that 
it  may  almost  be  regarded  as  one  of  the 
laws  of  progress. 

Emerson  represents  a  protest  against 
the  tyranny  of  democracy.  He  is  the  most 
recent  example  of  elemental  hero-wor- 
ship. His  opinions  are  absolutely  un- 
qualified except  by  his  temperament.  He 
expresses  a  form  of  belief  in  the  im- 
portance of  the  individual  which  is  inde- 
pendent of  any  personal  relations  he  has 
with  the  world.  It  is  as  if  a  man  had 
been  withdrawn  from  the  earth  and 
dedicated  to  condensing  and  embody- 
ing this  eternal  idea — the  value  of  the 
individual  soul — so  vividly,  so  vitally, 
that  his  words  could  not  die,  yet  in  such 
illusive  and  abstract  forms  that  by  no 
chance  and  by  no  power  could  his  creed 
be  used  for  purposes  of  tyranny.  Dogma 
cannot    be    extracted    from    it.    Schools 
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cannot  be  built  on  it.  It  either  lives  as  the 
spirit  lives,  or  else  it  evaporates  and 
leaves  nothing.  Emerson  was  so  afraid 
of  the  letter  that  killeth  that  he  would 
hardly  trust  his  words  to  print.  He  was 
assured  there  was  no  such  thing  as  literal 
truth,  but  only  literal  falsehood.  He 
therefore  resorted  to  metaphors  which 
could  by  no  chance  be  taken  literally. 
And  he  has  probably  succeeded  in  leav- 
ing a  body  of  work  which  cannot  be 
made  to  operate  to  any  other  end  than 
that  for  which  he  designed  it.  If  this  be 
true,  he  has  accomplished  the  incon- 
ceivable feat  of  eluding  misconception. 
If  it  be  true,  he  stands  alone  in  the  his- 
tory of  teachers;  he  has  circumvented 
fate,  he  has  left  an  unmixed  blessing  be- 
hind him.  .  .  . 

His  works  are  all  one  single  attack  on 
the  vice  of  the  age,  moral  cowardice.  He 
assails  it  not  by  railings  and  scorn,  but 
by  positive  and  stimulating  suggestion. 
The  imagination  of  the  reader  is  touched 
by  every  device  which  can  awake  the 
admiration  for  heroism,  the  conscious- 
ness of  moral  courage.  Wit,  quotation, 
anecdote,  eloquence,  exhortation,  rhet- 
oric, sarcasm,  and  very  rarely  denuncia- 
tion, are  launched  at  the  reader,  till  he 
feels  little  lambent  flames  beginning  to 
kindle  in  him.  He  is  perhaps  unable  to 
see  the  exact  logical  connection  between 
two  paragraphs  of  an  essay,  yet  he  feels 
they  are  germane.  He  takes  up  Emerson 
tired  and  apathetic,  but  presently  he 
feels  himself  growing  heady  and  trucu- 
lent, strengthened  in  his  most  inward 
vitality,  surprised  to  find  himself  again 
master  in  his  own  house. 

The  difference  between  Emerson  and 
the  other  moralists  is  that  all  these  stimu- 
lating pictures  and  suggestions  are  not 
given  by  him  in  illustration  of  a  general 
proposition.  They  have  never  been 
through  the  mill  of  generalization  in  his 
own  mind.  He  himself  could  not  have 
told   you   their   logical   bearing   on   one 


another.  They  have  all  the  vividness  of 
disconnected  fragments  of  life,  and  yet 
they  all  throw  light  on  one  another,  like 
the  facets  of  a  jewel.  But  whatever  cause 
it  was  that  led  him  to  adopt  his  method 
of  writing,  it  is  certain  that  he  succeeded 
in  delivering  himself  of  his  thought  with 
an  initial  velocity  and  carrying  power 
such  as  few  men  ever  attained.  He  has 
the  force  at  his  command  of  the  thrower 
of  the  discus. 

His  style  is  American,  and  beats  with 
the  pulse  of  the  climate.  He  is  the  only 
writer  we  have  had  who  writes  as  he 
speaks,  who  makes  no  literary  parade, 
has  no  pretensions  of  any  sort.  He  is  the 
only  writer  we  have  had  who  has  wholly 
subdued  his  vehicle  to  his  temperament. 
It  is  impossible  to  name  his  style  without 
naming  his  character:  they  are  one  thing. 

Both  in  language  and  in  elocution 
Emerson  was  a  practised  and  consum- 
mate artist,  who  knew  how  both  to  com- 
mand his  effects  and  to  conceal  his 
means.  The  casual,  practical,  disarming 
directness  with  which  he  writes  puts  any 
honest  man  at  his  mercy.  What  differ- 
ence does  it  make  whether  a  man  who 
can  talk  like  this  is  following  an  argu- 
ment or  not?  You  cannot  always  see 
Emerson  clearly;  he  is  hidden  by  a  high 
wall;  but  you  always  know  exactly  on 
what  spot  he  is  standing.  You  judge  it 
by  the  flight  of  the  objects  he  throws 
over  the  wall, — a  bootjack,  an  apple,  a 
crown,  a  razor,  a  volume  of  verse.  With 
one  or  other  of  these  missiles,  all  deliv- 
ered with  a  very  tolerable  aim,  he  is 
pretty  sure  to  hit  you.  These  catchwords 
stick  in  the  mind.  People  are  not  in  gen- 
eral influenced  by  long  books  or  dis- 
courses, but  by  odd  fragments  of  ob- 
servation which  they  overhear,  sentences 
or  head-lines  which  they  read  while 
turning  over  a  book  at  random  or  while 
waiting  for  dinner  to  be  announced. 
These  are  the  oracles  and  orphic  words 
that  get  lodged  in  the  mind  and  bend 
a   man's    most    stubborn    will.    Emerson 


Emerson 


95 


called  them  the  Police  of  the  Universe. 
His  works  are  a  treasury  of  such  things. 
They  sparkle  in  the  mine,  or  you  may 
carry  them  off  in  your  pocket.  They  get 
driven  into  your  mind  like  nails,  and  on 
them  catch  and  hang  your  own  experi- 
ences, till  what  was  once  his  thought  has 
become  your  character.  .  .  . 

Much  of  what  Emerson  wrote  about 
the  United  States  in  1850  is  true  of  the 
United  States  to-day.  It  would  be  hard 
to  find  a  civilized  people  who  are  more 
timid,  more  cowed  in  spirit,  more  il- 
liberal, than  we.  It  is  easy  to-day  for  the 
educated  man  who  has  read  Bryce  and 
Tocqueville  to  account  for  the  mediocrity 
of  American  literature.  The  merit  of 
Emerson  was  that  he  felt  the  atmos- 
pheric pressure  without  knowing  its  rea- 
son. He  felt  he  was  a  cabined,  cribbed, 
confined  creature,  although  every  man 
about  him  was  celebrating  Liberty  and 
Democracy,  and  every  day  was  Fourth 
of  July.  He  taxes  language  to  its  limits 
in  order  to  express  his  revolt.  He  says 
that  no  man  should  write  except  what 
he  has  discovered  in  the  process  of  sat- 
isfying his  own  curiosity,  and  that  every 
man  will  write  well  in  proportion  as  he 
has  contempt  for  the  public. 

Emerson  seems  really  to  have  believed 
that  if  any  man  would  only  resolutely  be 
himself,  he  would  turn  out  to  be  as  great 
as  Shakespeare.  He  will  not  have  it  that 
anything  of  value  can  be  monopolized. 
His  review  of  the  world,  whether  under 
the  title  of  Manners,  Self-Reliance,  Fate, 
Experience,  or  what-not,  leads  him  to  the 
same  thought.  His  conclusion  is  always 
the  finding  of  eloquence,  courage,  art,  in- 
tellect, in  the  breast  of  the  humblest 
reader.  He  knows  that  we  are  full  of 
genius  and  surrounded  by  genius,  and 
that  we  have  only  to  throw  something 
off,  not  to  acquire  any  new  thing,  in  or- 
der to  be  bards,  prophets,  Napoleons, 
and  Goethes.  This  belief  is  the  secret  of 
his  stimulating  power.   It  is  this  which 


gives  his  writings  a  radiance  like  that 
which  shone  from  his  personality. 

The  deep  truth  shadowed  forth  by 
Emerson  when  he  said  that  "all  the 
American  geniuses  lacked  nerve  and 
dagger"  was  illustrated  by  our  best 
scholar.  Lowell  had  the  soul  of  the 
Yankee,  but  in  his  habits  of  writing  he 
continued  English  tradition.  His  literary 
essays  are  full  of  charm.  The  Commemo- 
ration Ode  is  the  high-water  mark  of  the 
attempt  to  do  the  impossible.  It  is  a  fine 
thing,  but  it  is  imitative  and  secondary. 
It  has  paid  the  inheritance  tax.  Twice, 
however,  at  a  crisis  of  pressure,  Lowell 
assumed  his  real  self  under  the  guise  of 
a  pseudonym;  and  with  his  own  hand 
he  rescued  a  language,  a  type,  a  whole 
era  of  civilization  from  oblivion.  Here 
gleams  the  dagger  and  here  is  Lowell  re- 
vealed. His  limitations  as  a  poet,  his  too 
much  wit,  his  too  much  morality,  his 
mixture  of  shrewdness  and  religion,  are 
seen  to  be  the  very  elements  of  power. 
The  novelty  of  the  Biglow  Papers  is  as 
wonderful  as  their  world-old  natural- 
ness. They  take  rank  with  greatness,  and 
they  were  the  strongest  political  tracts  of 
their  time.  They  imitate  nothing;  they 
are  real. 

Emerson  himself  was  the  only  man  of 
his  times  who  consistently  and  utterly 
expressed  himself,  never  measuring  him- 
self for  a  moment  with  the  ideals  of 
others,  never  troubling  himself  for  a  mo- 
ment with  what  literature  was  or  how 
literature  should  be  created.  The  other 
men  of  his  epoch,  and  among  whom  he 
lived,  believed  that  literature  was  a  very 
desirable  article,  a  thing  you  could 
create  if  you  were  only  smart  enough. 
But  Emerson  had  no  literary  ambition. 
He  cared  nothing  for  belles-lettres.  The 
consequence  is  that  he  stands  above  his 
age  like  a  colossus.  While  he  lived  his 
figure  could  be  seen  from  Europe  tower- 
ing like  Atlas  over  the  culture  of  the 
United  States. 

Great  men  are  not  always  like  wax 
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which  their  age  imprints.  They  are  often 
the  mere  negation  and  opposite  of  their 
age.  They  give  it  the  lie.  They  become 
by  revolt  the  very  essence  of  all  the  age 
is  not,  and  that  part  of  the  spirit  which 
is  suppressed  in  ten  thousand  breasts 
gets  lodged,  isolated,  and  breaks  into  ut- 
terance in  one.  Through  Emerson  spoke 
the  fractional  spirits  of  a  multitude.  He 
had  not  time,  he  had  not  energy  left  over 
to  understand  himself;  he  was  a  mouth- 
piece. 

If  a  soul  be  taken  and  crushed  by  de- 
mocracy till  it  utter  a  cry,  that  cry  will 
be  Emerson.  The  region  of  thought  he 
lived  in,  the  figures  of  speech  he  uses, 
are  of  an  intellectual  plane  so  high  that 
the  circumstances  which  produced  them 
may  be  forgotten;  they  are  indifferent. 
The  Constitution,  Slavery,  the  War  it- 
self, are  seen  as  mere  circumstances. 
They  did  not  confuse  him  while  he 
lived;  they  are  not  necessary  to  support 
his  work  now  that  it  is  finished.  Hence 
comes  it  that  Emerson  is  one  of  the 
world's  voices.  He  was  heard  afar  off. 
His  foreign  influence  might  deserve  a 
chapter  by  itself.  Conservatism  is  not 
confined  to  this  country.  It  is  the  very 
basis  of  all  government.  The  bolts  Emer- 
son forged,  his  thought,  his  wit,  his  per- 
ception, are  not  provincial.  They  were 
found  to  carry  inspiration  to  England 
and  Germany.  Many  of  the  important 
men  of  the  last  half  century  owe  him 
a  debt.  It  is  not  yet  possible  to  give  any 
account  of  his  influence  abroad,  because 
the  memoirs  which  will  show  it  are  only 
beginning  to  be  published.  We  shall 
have  them  in  due  time;  for  Emerson  was 
an  outcome  of  the  world's  progress.  His 
appearance  marks  the  turning-point  in 
the  history  of  that  enthusiasm  for  pure 
democracy  which  has  tinged  the  political 
thought  of  the  world  for  the  past  one 
hundred  and  fifty  years.  The  youths  of 
England  and  Germany  may  have  been 
surprised  at  hearing  from  America  a 
piercing  voice  of  protest  against  the  very 


influences  which  were  crushing  them  at 
home.  They  could  not  realize  that  the 
chief  difference  between  Europe  and 
America  is  a  difference  in  the  rate  of 
speed  with  which  revolutions  in  thought 
are  worked  out. 

While  the  radicals  of  Europe  were  re- 
volting in  1848  against  the  abuses  of  a 
tyranny  whose  roots  were  in  feudalism, 
Emerson,  the  great  radical  of  America, 
the  arch-radical  of  the  world,  was  re- 
volting against  the  evils  whose  roots 
were  in  universal  suffrage.  By  showing 
the  identity  in  essence  of  all  tyranny, 
and  by  bringing  back  the  attention  of 
political  thinkers  to  its  starting-point, 
the  value  of  human  character,  he  has  ad- 
vanced the  political  thought  of  the  world 
by  one  step.  He  has  pointed  out  for  us 
in  this  country  to  what  end  our  efforts 
must  be  bent. 


James  Russell  Lowell 

*  1819-1891 


It  is  probable  that  James  Russell  Lowell 
understood  as  little  of  the  essence  of 
Thoreau  as  did  most  men  who  had  only 
heard  about  the  strange  little  man  from 
Concord  who  lived  alone  and  liked  it, 
but  he  was  able  to  run  his  pen  with 
such  verve  over  the  surface  qualities  of 
the  man  that  his  essay,  which  appeared 
in  the  Atlantic  monthly  in  1865  as  a 
review  of  Emerson's  edition  of  Thoreau  s 
letters  to  various  persons,  has  re- 
mained a  favorite  even  among  people 
who  find  it  neither  fair  nor  greatly  infor- 
mative of  anything  except  Lowell's  gen- 
teel pose.  Lowell  did  and  said  almost 
everything  with  easy  grace,  but  after  brief 
involvement  with  the  abolition  movement 
during  his  young  manhood,  seems  seldom 
to  have  cared  enough  about  anything  to  be 
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more  than  casually  provocative.  The  fact 
that  there  is  almost  nothing  wrong  with 
his  writing  except  that  it  does  not  re- 
main alive  is  perhaps  the  severest  indict- 
ment against  him. 


Thoreau 

.  .  .  Among  the  pistillate  plants  kindled 
to  fruitage  by  the  Emersonian  pollen, 
Thoreau  is  thus  far  the  most  remarkable; 
and  it  is  something  eminently  fitting  that 
his  posthumous  works  should  be  offered 
us  by  Emerson,  for  they  are  strawberries 
from  his  own  garden.  A  singular  mixture 
of  varieties,  indeed,  there  is; — alpine, 
some  of  them,  with  the  flavor  of  rare 
mountain  air;  others  wood,  tasting  of 
sunny  roadside  banks  or  shy  openings  in 
the  forest;  and  not  a  few  seedlings 
swollen  hugely  by  culture,  but  lacking 
the  fine  natural  aroma  of  the  more 
modest  kinds.  Strange  books  these  are  of 
his,  and  interesting  in  many  ways, — in- 
structive chiefly  as  showing  how  con- 
siderable a  crop  may  be  raised  on  a  com- 
paratively narrow  close  of  mind,  and 
how  much  a  man  may  make  of  his  life 
if  he  will  assiduously  follow  it,  though 
perhaps  never  truly  finding  it  at  last. 

We  have  just  been  renewing  our  recol- 
lection of  Mr.  Thoreau's  writings,  and 
have  read  through  his  six  volumes  in  the 
order  of  their  production.  We  shall  try 
to  give  an  adequate  report  of  their  im- 
pression upon  us  both  as  critic  and  as 
mere  reader.  He  seems  to  us  to  have 
been  a  man  with  so  high  a  conceit  of 
himself  that  he  accepted  without  ques- 
tioning, and  insisted  on  our  accepting, 
his  defects  and  weaknesses  of  character 
as  virtues  and  powers  peculiar  to  him- 
self. Was  he  indolent,  he  finds  none  of 
the  activities  which  attract  or  employ 
the  rest  of  mankind  worthy  of  him.  Was 
he  wanting  in  the  qualities  that  make 
success,  it  is  success  that  is  contemptible, 


and  not  himself  that  lacks  persistency 
and  purpose.  Was  he  poor,  money  was 
an  unmixed  evil.  Did  his  life  seem  a 
selfish  one,  he  condemns  doing  good  as 
one  of  the  weakest  of  superstitions.  To 
be  of  use  was  with  him  the  most  killing 
bait  of  the  wily  tempter  Usefulness.  He 
had  no  faculty  of  generalization  from 
the  outside  of  himself,  or  at  least  no  ex- 
perience which  would  supply  the  ma- 
terial of  such,  and  he  makes  his  own 
whim  the  law,  his  own  range  the  horizon 
of  the  universe.  He  condemns  a  world, 
the  hollowness  of  whose  satisfactions  he 
had  never  had  the  means  of  testing,  and 
we  recognize  Apemantus  behind  the 
mask  of  Timon.  He  had  little  active 
imagination;  of  the  receptive  he  had 
much.  His  appreciation  is  of  the  highest 
quality;  his  critical  power,  from  want  of 
continuity  of  mind,  very  limited  and  in- 
adequate. He  somewhere  cites  a  simile 
from  Ossian,  as  an  example  of  the  su- 
periority of  the  old  poetry  to  the  new, 
though,  even  were  the  historic  evidence 
less  convincing,  the  sentimental  melan- 
choly of  those  poems  should  be  con- 
clusive of  their  modernness.  He  had  not 
artistic  power  such  as  controls  a  great 
work  to  the  serene  balance  of  complete- 
ness, but  exquisite  mechanical  skill  in 
the  shaping  of  sentences  and  paragraphs, 
or  (more  rarely)  short  bits  of  verses  for 
the  expression  of  a  detached  thought, 
sentiment,  or  image.  His  works  give  one 
the  feeling  of  a  sky  full  of  stars, — some- 
thing impressive  and  exhilarating  cer- 
tainly, something  high  overhead  and 
freckled  thickly  with  spots  of  isolated 
brightness;  but  whether  these  have  any 
natural  relation  with  each  other,  or  have 
any  concern  with  our  mundane  matters, 
is  for  the  most  part  matter  of  conjecture, 
— astrology  as  yet,  and  not  astronomy. 
It  is  curious,  considering  what  Tho- 
reau afterwards  became,  that  he  was  not 
by  nature  an  observer.  He  only  saw  the 
things  he  looked  for,  and  was  less  poet 
than  naturalist.  Till  he  built  his  Walden 
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shanty,  he  did  not  know  that  hickory 
grew  in  Concord.  Till  he  went  to  Maine, 
he  had  never  seen  phosphorescent  wood, 
a  phenomenon  early  familiar  to  most 
country  boys.  At  forty  he  speaks  of  the 
seeding  of  the  pine  as  a  new  discovery, 
though  one  should  have  thought  that  its 
gold-dust  of  blowing  pollen  might  have 
earlier  drawn  his  eye.  Neither  his  at- 
tention nor  his  genius  was  of  the  spon- 
taneous kind.  He  discovered  nothing. 
He  thought  everything  a  discovery  of  his 
own,  from  moonlight  to  the  planting  of 
acorns  and  nuts  by  squirrels.  This  is  a 
defect  in  his  character,  but  one  of  his 
chief  charms  as  a  writer.  Everything 
grows  fresh  under  his  hand.  He  delved 
in  his  mind  and  nature;  he  planted  them 
with  all  manner  of  native  and  foreign 
seeds,  and  reaped  assiduously.  He  was 
not  merely  solitary,  he  would  be  isolated, 
and  succeeded  at  last  in  almost  persuad- 
ing himself  that  he  was  autochthonous. 
He  valued  everything  in  proportion  as 
he  fancied  it  to  be  exclusively  his  own. 
He  complains  in  Walden  that  there  is  no 
one  in  Concord  with  whom  he  could  talk 
of  Oriental  literature,  though  the  man 
was  living  within  two  miles  of  his  hut 
who  had  introduced  him  to  it.  This  in- 
tellectual selfishness  becomes  sometimes 
almost  painful  in  reading  him.  He  lacked 
that  generosity  of  "communication" 
which  Johnson  admired  in  Burke.  De 
Quincey  tells  us  that  Wordsworth  was 
impatient  when  any  one  else  spoke  of 
mountains,  as  if  he  had  a  peculiar  prop- 
erty in  them.  And  we  can  readily  under- 
stand why  it  should  be  so:  no  one  is 
satisfied  with  another's  appreciation  of 
his  mistress.  But  Thoreau  seems  to  have 
prized  a  lofty  way  of  thinking  (often 
we  should  be  inclined  to  call  it  a  remote 
one)  not  so  much  because  it  was  good 
in  itself  as  because  he  wished  few  to 
share  it  with  him.  It  seems  now  and  then 
as  if  he  did  not  seek  to  lure  others  up 
"above  our  lower  region  of  turmoil,"  but 
to  leave  his  own  name  cut  on  the  moun- 


tain peak  as  the  first  climber.  This  itch 
of  originality  infects  his  thought  and 
style.  To  be  misty  is  not  to  be  mystic. 
He  turns  commonplaces  end  for  end, 
and  fancies  it  makes  something  new  of 
them.  As  we  walk  down  Park  Street,  our 
eye  is  caught  by  Dr.  Windship's  dumb- 
bells, one  of  which  bears  an  inscription 
testifying  that  it  is  the  heaviest  ever  put 
at  arm's  length  by  an  athlete;  and  in 
reading  Mr.  Thoreau's  books  we  can- 
not help  feeling  as  if  he  sometimes  in- 
vited our  attention  to  a  particular  soph- 
ism or  paradox  as  the  biggest  vet  main- 
tained by  any  single  writer.  He  seeks, 
at  all  risks,  for  perversity  of  thought, 
and  revives  the  age  of  concetti  while  he 
fancies  himself  going  back  to  preclassical 
nature.  "A  day,"  he  says,  "passed  in  the 
society  of  those  Greek  sages,  such  as  de- 
scribed in  the  Banquet  of  Xenophon, 
would  not  be  comparable  with  the  dry 
wit  of  decayed  cranberry-vines  and  the 
fresh  Attic  salt  of  the  moss-beds."  It  is 
not  so  much  the  True  that  he  loves  as 
the  Out-of-the-Way.  As  the  Brazen  Age 
shows  itself  in  other  men  by  exaggera- 
tion of  phrase,  so  in  him  by  extrava- 
gance of  statement.  He  wishes  always  to 
trump  your  suit  and  to  ruff  when  you 
least  expect  it.  Do  you  love  Nature  be- 
cause she  is  beautiful?  He  will  find  a 
better  argument  in  her  ugliness.  Are  you 
tired  of  the  artificial  man?  He  instantly 
dresses  you  up  an  ideal  in  a  Penobscot 
Indian,  and  attributes  to  this  creature  of 
his  otherwise-mindedness  as  peculiarities 
things  that  are  common  to  all  woodsmen, 
white  or  red,  and  this  simply  because 
he  has  not  studied  the  pale-faced  variety. 
The  notion  of  an  absolute  originality, 
as  if  one  could  have  a  patent-right  in  it, 
is  an  absurdity.  A  man  cannot  escape  in 
thought,  any  more  than  he  can  in  lan- 
guage, from  the  past  and  the  present.  As 
no  one  ever  invents  a  word,  and  yet 
language  somehow  grows  by  general 
contribution  and  necessity,  so  it  is  with 
thought.    Mr.   Thoreau   seems   to  us  to 
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insist  in  public  on  going  back  to  flint 
and  steel,  when  there  is  a  match-box  in 
his  pocket  which  he  knows  very  well 
how  to  use  at  a  pinch.  Originality  con- 
sists in  power  of  digesting  and  assimilat- 
ing thoughts,  so  that  they  become  part 
of  our  life  and  substance.  Montaigne, 
for  example,  is  one  of  the  most  original 
of  authors,  though  he  helped  himself  to 
ideas  in  every  direction.  But  they  turn  to 
blood  and  coloring  in  his  style,  and  give 
a  freshness  of  complexion  that  is  forever 
charming.  In  Thoreau  much  seems  yet 
to  be  foreign  and  unassimilated  showing 
itself  in  symptoms  of  indigestion.  A 
preacher  up  of  Nature,  we  now  and  then 
detect  under  the  surly  and  stoic  garb 
something  of  the  sophist  and  sentimen- 
talizer.  We  are  far  from  implying  that 
this  was  conscious  on  his  part.  But  it  is 
much  easier  for  a  man  to  impose  on  him- 
self when  he  measures  only  with  him- 
self. A  greater  familiarity  with  ordinary 
men  would  have  done  Thoreau  good, 
by  showing  him  how  many  fine  qualities 
are  common  to  the  race.  The  radical  vice 
of  his  theory  of  life  was,  that  he  con- 
founded physical  with  spiritual  remote- 
ness from  men.  One  is  far  enough  with- 
drawn from  his  fellows  if  he  keeps  him- 
self clear  of  their  weaknesses.  He  is  not 
so  truly  withdrawn  as  exiled,  if  he  refuse 
to  share  in  their  strength.  It  is  a  morbid 
self-consciousness  that  pronounces  the 
world  of  men  empty  and  worthless  be- 
fore trying  it,  the  instinctive  evasion  of 
one  who  is  sensible  of  some  innate  weak- 
ness, and  retorts  the  accusation  of  it 
before  any  has  made  it  but  himself.  To 
a  healthy  mind,  the  world  is  a  constant 
challenge  of  opportunity.  Mr.  Thoreau 
had  not  a  healthy  mind,  or  he  would 
not  have  been  so  fond  of  prescribing. 
His  whole  life  was  a  search  for  a  doctor. 
The  old  mystics  had  a  wiser  sense  of 
what  the  world  was  worth.  They  or- 
dained a  severe  apprenticeship  to  law 
and  even  ceremonial,  in  order  to  the 
gaining   of   freedom    and   mastery    over 


these.  Seven  years  of  service  for  Rachel 
were  to  be  rewarded  at  last  with  Leah. 
Seven  other  years  of  faithfulness  with  her 
were  to  win  them  at  last  the  true  bride 
of  their  souls.  Active  Life  was  with  them 
the  only  path  to  the  Contemplative. 

Thoreau  had  no  humor,  and  this  im- 
plies that  he  was  a  sorry  logician.  Him- 
self an  artist  in  rhetoric,  he  confounds 
thought  with  style  when  he  undertakes 
to  speak  of  the  latter.  He  was  forever 
talking  of  getting  away  from  the  world, 
but  he  must  be  always  near  enough  to  it, 
nay,  to  the  Concord  corner  of  it,  to  feel 
the  impression  that  he  makes.  He  verifies 
the  shrewd  remark  of  Sainte-Beuve,  "On 
touche  encore  a  son  temps  et  tres-fort, 
meme  quand  on  le  repouse."  This  ego- 
tism of  his  is  a  Stylites  pillar  after  all,  a 
seclusion  which  keeps  him  in  the  public 
eye.  The  dignity  of  man  is  an  excellent 
thing,  but  therefore  to  hold  one's  self 
too  sacred  and  precious  is  the  reverse  of 
excellent.  There  is  something  delight- 
fully absurd  in  six  volumes  addressed 
to  a  world  of  such  "vulgar  fellows"  as 
Thoreau  affirmed  his  fellow-men  to  be. 
We  once  had  a  glimpse  of  a  genuine 
solitary  who  spent  his  winters  one  hun- 
dred and  fifty  miles  beyond  all  human 
communication,  and  there  dwelt  with 
his  rifle  as  his  only  confidant.  Compared 
with  this,  the  shanty  on  Walden  Pond 
has  something  the  air,  it  must  be  con- 
fessed, of  the  Hermitage  of  La  Chevrette. 
We  do  not  believe  that  the  way  to  a 
true  cosmopolitanism  carries  one  into 
the  woods  or  the  society  of  musquashes. 
Perhaps  the  narrowist  provincialism  is 
that  of  Self;  that  of  Kleinwinkel  is  noth- 
ing to  it.  The  natural  man,  like  the  sing- 
ing birds,  comes  out  of  the  forest  as  in- 
evitably as  the  natural  bear  and  the  wild- 
cat stick  there.  To  seek  to  be  natural 
implies  a  consciousness  that  forbids  all 
naturalness  forever.  It  is  as  easy — and 
no  easier — to  be  natural  in  a  salon  as  in 
a  swamp,  if  one  do  not  aim  at  it,  for 
what     we     call     unnaturalness     always 
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has  its  spring  in  a  man's  thinking  too 
much  about  himself.  "It  is  impossible," 
said  Turgot,  "for  a  vulgar  man  to  be 
simple." 

We  look  upon  a  great  deal  of  modern 
sentimentalism  about  Nature  as  a  mark 
of  disease.  It  is  one  more  symptom  of  the 
general  liver-complaint.  In  a  man  of 
wholesome  constitution  the  wilderness 
is  well  enough  for  a  mood  or  a  vacation, 
but  not  for  a  habit  of  life.  Those  who 
have  most  loudly  advertised  their  passion 
for  seclusion  and  their  intimacy  with  na- 
ture, from  Petrarch  down,  have  been 
mostly  sentimentalists,  unreal  men,  mis- 
anthropes on  the  spindle  side,  solacing  an 
uneasy  suspicion  of  themselves  by  pro- 
fessing contempt  for  their  kind.  They 
make  demands  on  the  world  in  advance 
proportioned  to  their  inward  measure 
of  their  own  merit,  and  are  angry  that 
the  world  pays  only  by  the  visible  meas- 
ure of  performance.  It  is  true  of  Rous- 
seau, the  modern  founder  of  the  sect, 
true  of  St.  Pierre,  his  intellectual  child, 
and  of  Chateaubriand,  his  grandchild, 
the  inventor  of  what  we  may  call  the 
primitive  forest  cure,  and  who  first  was 
touched  by  the  solemn  falling  of  a  tree 
from  natural  decay  in  the  windless 
silence  of  the  woods.  It  is  a  very  shallow 
view  that  affirms  trees  and  rocks  to  be 
healthy,  and  cannot  see  that  men  in  com- 
munities are  just  as  true  to  the  laws  of 
their  organization  and  destiny;  that  can 
tolerate  the  puffin  and  the  fox,  but  not 
the  fool  and  the  knave;  that  would  shun 
politics  because  of  its  demagogues,  and 
snuff  up  the  stench  of  the  obscene  fungus. 
The  divine  life  of  Nature  is  more  wonder- 
ful, more  various,  more  sublime  in  man 
than  in  any  other  of  her  works,  and  the 
wisdom  that  is  gained  by  commerce  with 
men,  as  Montaigne  and  Shakespeare 
gained  it,  or  with  one's  own  soul  among 
men,  as  Dante,  is  the  most  delightful, 
as  it  is  the  most  precious,  of  all.  In  out- 
ward nature  it  is  still  man  that  interests 
us,  and  we  care  less  for  the  things  seen 


than  the  way  in  which  poetic  eyes  like 
Wordsworth's  or  Thoreau's  see  them,  and 
the  reflections  they  cast  there.  To  hear 
the  to-do  that  is  often  made  over  the 
simple  fact  that  man  sees  the  image  of 
himself  in  the  outside  world,  one  is  re- 
minded of  a  savage  when  he  for  the  first 
time  catches  a  glimpse  of  himself  in  a 
looking-glass.  "Venerable  child  of  Na- 
ture," we  are  tempted  to  say,  "to  whose 
science  in  the  invention  of  the  tobacco- 
pipe,  to  whose  art  in  tatooing  of  thine 
undegenerate  hide  not  yet  enslaved  by 
tailors,  we  are  slowly  striving  to  climb 
back,  the  miracle  thou  beholdest  is  sold 
in  my  unhappy  country  for  a  shilling!" 
If  matters  go  on  as  they  have  done,  and 
everybody  must  needs  blab  of  all  the 
favors  that  have  been  done  him  by  road- 
side and  river-brink  and  woodland  walk, 
as  if  to  kiss  and  tell  were  no  longer 
treachery,  it  would  be  a  positive  refresh- 
ment to  meet  a  man  who  is  as  superbly 
indifferent  to  Nature  as  she  is  to  him. 
By  and  by  we  shall  have  John  Smith,  of 
No.  12,  12th  Street,  advertising  that  he 
is  not  the  J.  S.  who  saw  a  cowlily  on 
Thursday  last,  as  he  never  saw  one  in  his 
life,  would  not  see  one  if  he  could,  and 
is  prepared  to  prove  an  alibi  on  the  day 
in  question. 

Solitary  communion  with  Nature  does 
not  seem  to  have  been  sanitary  or  sweet- 
ening in  its  influence  on  Thoreau's  char- 
acter. On  the  contrary,  his  letters  show 
him  more  cynical  as  he  grew  older. 
While  he  studied  with  respectful  atten- 
tion the  minks  and  woodchucks,  his 
neighbors,  he  looked  with  utter  con- 
tempt on  the  august  drama  of  destiny  of 
which  his  country  was  the  scene,  and  on 
which  the  curtain  had  already  risen.  He 
was  converting  us  back  to  a  state  of  na- 
ture "so  eloquently,"  as  Voltaire  said  of 
Rousseau,  "that  he  almost  persuaded  us 
to  go  on  all  fours,"  while  the  wiser  fates 
were  making  it  possible  for  us  to  walk 
erect  for  the  first  time.  Had  he  conversed 
more   with   his    fellows,    his    sympathies 
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would  have  widened  with  the  assurance 
that  his  peculiar  genius  had  more  ap- 
preciation, and  his  writings  a  larger 
circle  of  readers,  or  at  least  a  warmer 
one,  than  he  dreamed  of.  We  have  the 
highest  testimony  to  the  natural  sweet- 
ness, sincerity,  and  nobleness  of  his 
temper  and  in  his  books  an  equally  ir- 
refragable one  to  the  quality  of  his  mind. 
He  was  not  a  strong  thinker,  but  a  sensi- 
tive feeler.  Yet  his  mind  strikes  us  as  cold 
and  wintry  in  its  purity.  A  light  snow  has 
fallen  everywhere  where  he  seems  to 
come  on  the  track  of  the  shier  sensations 
that  would  elsewhere  leave  no  trace.  We 
think  greater  compression  would  have 
done  more  for  his  fame.  A  feeling  of 
sameness  comes  over  us  as  we  read  so 
much.  Trifles  are  recorded  with  an  over- 
minute  punctuality  and  conscientiousness 
of  detail.  We  cannot  help  thinking  some- 
times of  the  man  who 

watches,  starves,  freezes,  and  sweats 
To  learn  but  catechisms  and  alphabets 
Of  unconcerning  things,  matter  of  fact. 

and  sometimes  of  the  saying  of  the  Per- 
sian poet,  that  "when  the  owl  would 
boast,  he  boasts  of  catching  mice  at  the 
edge  of  a  hole."  We  could  readily  part 
with  some  of  his  affectations.  It  was  well 
enough  for  Pythagoras  to  say,  once  and 
for  all,  "When  I  was  Euphorbus  at  the 
siege  of  Troy";  not  so  well  for  Thoreau 
to  travesty  it  into  "When  I  was  a  shep- 
herd on  the  plains  of  Assyria."  A  naive 
thing  said  over  again  is  anything  but 
naive.  But  with  every  exception,  there 
is  no  writing  comparable  with  Thoreau's 
in  kind,  that  is  comparable  with  it  in 
degree  where  it  is  best;  where  it  dis- 
engages itself,  that  is,  from  the  tangled 
roots  and  dead  leaves  of  a  second-hand 
Orientalism,  and  runs  limpid  and  smooth 
and  broadening  as  it  runs,  a  mirror  for 
whatever  is  grand  and  lovely  in  both 
worlds. 

George  Sand  says  neatly,  that  "Art  is 
not    a    study    of   positive   reality,"    (ac- 


tuality were  the  fitter  word,)  "but  a 
seeking  after  ideal  truth."  It  would  be 
doing  very  inadequate  justice  to  Thoreau 
if  we  left  it  to  be  inferred  that  this  ideal 
element  did  not  exist  in  him,  and  that 
too  in  larger  proportion,  if  less  obtrusive, 
than  his  nature-worship.  He  took  nature 
as  the  mountain-path  to  an  ideal  world. 
If  the  path  wind  a  good  deal,  if  he  re- 
cord too  faithfully  every  trip  over  a  root, 
if  he  botanize  somewhat  wearisomely,  he 
gives  us  now  and  then  superb  outlooks 
from  some  jutting  crag,  and  brings  us 
out  at  last  into  an  illimitable  ether,  where 
the  breathing  is  not  difficult  for  those 
who  have  any  true  touch  of  the  climbing 
spirit.  His  shanty-life  was  a  mere  im- 
possibility, so  far  as  his  own  conception 
of  it  goes,  as  an  entire  independency  of 
mankind.  The  tub  of  Diogenes  had  a 
sounder  bottom.  Thoreau's  experiment 
actually  presupposed  all  that  compli- 
cated civilization  which  it  theoretically 
abjured.  He  squatted  on  another  man's 
land;  he  borrows  an  axe;  his  board,  his 
nails,  his  bricks,  his  mortar,  his  books, 
his  lamp,  his  fish-hooks,  his  plow,  his 
hoe,  all  turn  state's  evidence  against  him 
as  an  accomplice  in  the  sin  of  that 
artificial  civilization  which  rendered  it 
possible  that  such  a  person  as  Henry  D. 
Thoreau  should  exist  at  all.  Magnis 
tamen  excidit  ausis.  His  aim  was  a  noble 
and  a  useful  one,  in  the  direction  of 
"plain  living  and  high  thinking."  It  was 
a  practical  sermon  on  Emerson's  text 
that  "things  are  in  the  saddle  and  ride 
mankind,"  an  attempt  to  solve  Carlyle's 
problem  of  "lessening  your  denomina- 
tor." His  whole  life  was  a  rebuke  of  the 
waste  and  aimlessness  of  our  American 
luxury,  which  is  an  abject  enslavement 
to  tawdry  upholstery.  He  had  "fine  trans- 
lunary  things"  in  him.  His  better  style 
as  a  writer  is  in  keeping  with  the  sim- 
plicity and  purity  of  his  life.  We  have 
said  that  his  range  was  narrow,  but  to  be 
a  master  is  to  be  a  master.  He  had 
caught  his  English  at  its  living  source, 
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among  the  poets  and  prose-writers  of 
its  best  days;  his  literature  was  ex- 
tensive and  recondite;  his  quotations  are 
always  nuggets  of  the  purest  ore;  there 
are  sentences  of  his  as  perfect  as  any- 
thing in  the  language,  and  thoughts 
as  clearly  crystallized;  his  metaphors  and 
images  are  always  fresh  from  the  soil; 
he  had  watched  Nature  like  a  detective 
who  is  to  go  upon  the  stand;  as  we 
read  him,  it  seems  as  if  all  out-of-doors 
had  kept  a  diary  and  become  its  own 
Montaigne;  we  look  at  the  landscape  in 
a  Claude  Lorraine  glass;  compared  with 
his,  all  other  books  of  similar  aim,  even 
White's  Selborne,  seem  dry  as  a  coun- 
try clergyman's  meteorological  journal  in 
an  old  almanac.  He  belongs  with  Donne 
and  Browne  and  Novalis;  if  not  with  the 
originally  creative  men,  with  a  scarcely 
smaller  class  who  are  peculiar,  and 
whose  leaves  shed  their  invisible 
thought-seed  like  ferns. 
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The  Craft  of  Herman  Melville 

This  essay  proposes  to  approach  Herman 
Melville    altogether    gingerly    and    from 


behind  the  safe  bulwark  of  his  assured 
position — whatever  that  is — in  American 
literature, — whatever  that  may  be.  The 
tacit  assumption  will  be  all  along  that 
Melville  is  a  sufficiently  great  writer  in  a 
sufficiently  interesting  literature  to  make 
the  sidelong  look,  the  biased  comment, 
and  even  a  little  boring-from-within, 
each  valuable  in  itself,  if  perhaps  only  as 
characterising  an  inadequate  response 
on  the  part  of  one  reader.  We  need,  of 
course,  a  preliminary  assertion  to  get  us 
under  way;  and  the  last  thing  we  want  is 
anything  in  the  direction  of  reducing 
Melville's  greatness  to  sub-human  terms. 
What  we  want  is  an  assertion  that,  pur- 
sued, will  elucidate  one  aspect  of  the 
work  actually  performed,  irrespective 
of    its    greatness. 

If  we  assert  that  Melville  was  an 
imaginative  artist  in  the  realm  of  fiction, 
then  it  is  legitimate  to  think  of  him  as 
he  was  concerned  with  the  craft  of  fic- 
tion in  his  two  most  interesting  works, 
Moby  Dick  and  Pierre.  As  a  further 
limitation,  let  us  think  of  the  craft  prin- 
cipally under  two  heads:  dramatic  form 
with  its  inspiriting  conventions,  and  the 
treatment  of  language  itself  as  a  medium. 
Other  matters  may  come  in  by  the  way, 
and  further  matters  may  suggest  them- 
selves in  conclusion;  but  the  mode  of 
discovery  will  be  everywhere  at  bottom 
in  the  consideration  of  the  tools  by  which 
Melville  himself  secured  his  effects:  the 
tools  of  craft. 

It  is  of  preliminary  interest  that  Mel- 
ville never  influenced  the  direction  of  the 
art  of  fiction,  though  in  Pierre  he  ev- 
idenced the  direction,  and  it  is  astonish- 
ing, when  you  consider  the  magnitude  of 
his  sensibility,  that  he  never  affected  the 
modes  of  apprehension,  the  sensibilities, 
of  even  the  ablest  of  his  admirers.  He 
added  nothing  to  the  novel  as  a  form, 
and  his  work  nowhere  showed  con- 
spicuous mastery  of  the  formal  devices 
of  fiction  which  he  used.  Unlike  most 
great  writers  of  fiction,  he  left  nothing  to 
those    who    followed    him    except    the 
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general  stimulus  of  high  and  devoted 
purpose  and  the  occasional  particular 
spur  of  an  image  or  a  rhythm.  It  is  not 
that  he  is  inimitable  but  that  there  was 
nothing  formally  organised  enough  in 
his  work  to  imitate  or  modify  or  perfect. 
It  is  easy  enough  to  say  on  this  score 
that  Melville  was  a  sport,  and  unique, 
and  perhaps  that  is  the  right  thing  to 
say;  but  it  would  be  more  useful  if  we 
were  able  to  say  that  Melville's  lack  of 
influence  at  least  partly  arose  from  a 
series  of  technical  defects  in  persuasive 
craft — from  an  inefficient  relation  be- 
tween the  writer  and  the  formal  elements 
of  his  medium.  None  of  us  would  want  to 
recommend  his  wares  along  the  lines  of 
Melville's  strategy.  To  adumbrate  such 
a  statement  is  a  part  of  this  essay's  pur- 
pose. 

Of  secondary,  but  deeply  contributory 
interest  is  the  fact  that  though  a  young 
man  still  as  writers  go,  Melville  wrote 
nothing  of  major  significance  in  the  forty 
years  he  lived  after  writing  Pierre.  (I 
mean  that  only  a  lesser  case  could  be 
made  out  for  The  Confidence  Man  and 
Billy  Budd  than  for  Pierre,  not  that  the 
later  books  were  uninteresting;  they 
could  not  fail  of  interest  as  forced 
through  Melville's  sensibility. )  It  was  not 
that  his  mind  rotted  or  that  insight  fal- 
tered. It  was  not,  I  think,  that  the  poor 
reception  of  Pierre,  nor  the  long  aggrava- 
tion of  his  private  life,  dried  his  desire 
as  a  novelist.  It  was,  I  think,  partly  bad 
luck — the  luck  of  the  age,  if  you  like — 
though  it  was  no  worse  than  Dante's  luck 
and  not  so  bad  as  Villon's,  as  Melville 
himself  knew;  and  it  was  partly  that  his 
work  discovered  for  itself,  if  we  may  say 
so,  and  in  the  very  process  of  writing, 
that  it  was  not  meant  to  be  fiction.  Mel- 
ville was  only  a  story  teller  betimes,  for 
illustrative  or  apologetic  or  evangelical 
purposes,  and  when  the  writing  of  Pierre 
proved  that  the  material  of  illustration 
had  been  exhausted  in  Moby  Dick — 
which  is  one  way  of  noting  the  break- 
down of  Pierre  as  a  story — there  was  no 


longer  any  need  to  tell  a  story.  His  means 
determined,  as  they  always  do,  not  the 
ends  in  view,  but  the  ends  achieved; 
and  Melville  had  never  predominantly 
relied  upon  the  means  of  the  novelist, 
had  never  attempted  to  use  more  than 
the  overt  form  of  the  novel,  until  he 
attempted    to    compose    Pierre. 

What  is  really  interesting,  and  what 
this  essay  intends  to  make  most  use  of 
in  this  corner,  is  the  light  that  Pierre, 
technically  considered  as  a  novel,  casts 
upon  the  means,  quite  different  from 
the  means  of  fiction,  which  Melville  ac- 
tually employed  both  in  Moby  Dick  and 
Pierre  itself.  For  these  books  with  their 
great  effects,  if  they  were  not  written  out 
of  the  means  of  the  novelist,  were  writ- 
ten out  of  great  means  of  some  other 
mode  or  modes  of  the  imagination.  It  will 
most  likely  appear  that  there  is  an  oper- 
ative connection  between  Melville's  lack 
of  influence  upon  following  writers  and 
his  forty  years  of  comparative  silence; 
and  it  is,  again,  a  connection,  as  moral 
as  may  be,  that  can  best  be  seen  as  a 
technical  consideration.  Similarly,  the 
problem  of  the  inarticulateness  of 
Hamlet  is  better  accounted  for  tech- 
nically than  philosophically.  We  shall 
see,  or  try  to  see,  what  modes  de- 
termined what  ends — but  always  pro- 
visionally within  the  modes  of  the  ra- 
tional   imagination. 

There  is,  again  on  this  train,  a  dubious 
kind  of  consideration  which  in  the  very 
doubtfulness  of  its  nature  exerts  its  great 
attraction.  In  our  literature  we  are  ac- 
customed to  the  question  precisely  be- 
cause it  gets  itself  asked  at  every  turn. 
It  is  a  coroner's  question:  what  devilish 
thing  did  his  age  do  to  Melville?  What 
malevolence  was  there  in  the  current  of 
American  life  that  struck  from  the 
heights  of  possibility  writer  after  writer, 
even  those  most  satisfied  with  the  Amer- 
ican scene? — for  the  Longfellows,  the 
Whittiers,  the  Holmeses  were  as  fatally 
struck  as  Hawthorne  and  Melville  and 
Mark  Twain.   But  does  an  age  act?  Is 
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not  an  age  itself  a  long  action,  an  unfold- 
ing, a  display,  a  history,  with  limits  set 
by  the  discernment  and  capacity  of  the 
observer,  never  by  Clio  herself?  And  is 
not  every  age  an  enemy  of  every  artist 
it  cannot  directly  use,  an  enemy  not  out 
of  antipathy  but  of  inner  necessity?  An 
age  moves;  it  is  momentum  felt.  An 
artist  expresses  an  arrested  version  of 
movement,  expresses  it  at  the  level  of 
actuality.  But  this  is  pushing  conse- 
quence intolerably.  We  are  all  enemies 
of  our  age  the  moment  we  begin  to 
tamper  with  it,  whether  we  arrest  it  to 
take  its  picture,  hasten  it  towards  its 
end  in  the  guise  of  leadership,  or  just 
consciously  live  in  it  our  own  lives.  Con- 
sciousness is  the  agent,  not  the  age. 

It  is  the  whole  consciousness,  not  its 
mere  miniscule  conscience,  that  makes 
us  cowards.  Hence  in  all  large  doings  we 
are  adept  at  removing  compassion  from 
our  experience  by  at  once  inserting  it 
in  the  formula  of  a  dead  convention; 
and  so  are  often  enabled  to  skip  con- 
sciousness, along  with  conscience,  alto- 
gether. How  otherwise  could  we  attend 
the  Christian  service  of  Holy  Com- 
munion, quite  aside  from  the  matter  of 
faith  and  for  the  "poetry"  in  it  merely, 
without  terror  and  dismay  and  the  con- 
viction of  inadequacy?  How  could  we 
attend  King  Lear  on  the  stage  if  we  did 
not  commonly  channelise  our  attention 
upon  the  obscuring  details  of  the  per- 
formance, letting  the  actual  play  work 
in  us,  if  at  all,  unawares?  This  is  pre- 
cisely what  the  artist  cannot  substan- 
tially do  if  his  work  is  to  live;  and  this 
is  precisely  what  society  compels  him 
to  seem  to  do  if  his  work  is  to  succeed  in 
the  open, — that  is,  be  widely  persuasive 
upon  the  consciousness  of  the  great 
audience  most  artists  aim  at.  Upon  his 
skill  and  luck  in  performing  this  equiv- 
ocal act  depends  all  that  part  of  an 
artist's  achievement  which  rests  on  a 
firm  relation  with  his  age. 

Here  we  have  a  crux  in  the  deliber- 


ately maintained,  wilfully  heightened 
consciousness  of  the  artist.  It  is  the  crux 
in  which  we  see  that  the  conceptual 
faculty  of  consciousness  is  honesty  if  we 
can  manage  it,  but  that  the  executive 
faculty  of  consciousness  must  be  hy- 
pocrisy. I  do  not  wish  to  strain  or  seem 
far-fetched,  but  I  believe  this  to  be  a 
technical  matter  in  so  far  as  we  think  of 
the  arts — whatever  it  may  be  in  religion 
or  politics,  which  are  not  always  con- 
demned to  actuality  but  can  often  play 
free  havoc  with  the  ideal.  What  it  comes 
to  in  practice  is  that  the  artist  must 
dramatise  his  theme,  his  vision,  his  obser- 
vation, his  "mere"  story,  in  terms  of  ex- 
isting conventions  however  adverse  those 
conventions  may  seem  to  his  intentions, 
or  however  hollow  or  vain  they  ring 
when  struck.  The  deadest  convention 
was  meant  for  life — to  take  its  place,  and 
if  by  putting  life  into  it  the  artist  does  not 
always  change  it  for  the  better,  he  at 
least  shows  it  for  what  it  is.  Instinctive 
artists  commonly  resort  to  the  nearest 
conventions  susceptible  of  dramas.  Con- 
sider the  negro  spirituals  or  the  anony- 
mous architecture  of  the  twelfth  century. 
Highly  individualised  artists  have  done 
the  same.  There  is  Dante  who  mastered 
the  conventions  of  Thomistic  Christian- 
ity to  respect  the  actuality — far  from 
Thomistic — of  fourteenth  century  Italy; 
and  there  is  Henry  James  who  resorted 
to  the  "social"  conventions  so  well  that 
many  people  for  long  believed  he  was 
taken  in  by  them,  when  his  predominant 
concern  was  to  dramatise  the  actual  good 
and  evil  of  his  time  in  terms  of  the 
conventions  through  which  he  most  saw 
good  and  evil  operating. 

The  point  here  is,  for  us,  that  Melville 
either  refused  or  was  unable  to  resort  to 
the  available  conventions  of  his  time 
as  if  they  were  real;  he  either  preferred 
or  was  compelled  to  resort  to  most  of 
the  conventions  he  used  for  dramatic 
purposes  not  only  as  if  they  were  un- 
real but  also  as  if  they  were  artificial. 
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Artificial  they  surely  were  to  the  kind 
of  philosopher  Melville  was — though 
they  would  not  have  seemed  unreal  to 
Montaigne  or  Plato;  but  to  the  dramatist 
of  any  description  they  would  have 
glowed  with  the  possibility  of  every 
reality.  As  for  Melville's  case  we  have 
his  own  words,  put  in  extremity,  for  his 
attitude  towards  all  conventions  of  the 
mind. 

For  the  more  and  the  more  that  he  wrote, 
and  the  deeper  and  deeper  diat  he  dived, 
Pierre  saw  the  everlasting  elusiveness  of 
Truth;  the  universal  lurking  insincerity  of 
even  the  greatest  and  purest  written 
thoughts.  Like  knavish  cards,  the  leaves  of 
all  great  books  were  covertly  packed.  He 
was  but  packing  one  set  the  more;  and  that 
a  very  poor  and  jaded  set  and  pack  indeed. 

Here  we  see  the  ineptitude,  for  the 
artist,  of  moral  pre-occupation  with 
what  ought  to  be  as  compared  with  the 
equally  moral  obsession  with  what  is. 
As  thought,  we  can  leave  Melville's  text 
alone,  and  insist  merely  that  as  an  artist 
Melville  misunderstood  the  import  of 
his  own  words.  The  "universal  lurking 
insincerity"  he  spoke  of,  is  just  the  most 
fascinating  aspect  of  the  face  of  dra- 
matic truth;  and  the  conviction  of  it 
should  liberate  the  artist's  honesty 
among  his  material  generally,  as  the 
preposterous  fables  of  hear,  Othello, 
and  the  Merchant  of  Venice  particularly 
liberated  the  profound  honesty  of  Shake- 
speare, or  as  the  smallness  of  life  in 
Emma  Bovary's  town  liberated  Flau- 
bert's honesty.  Melville  apparently  felt 
that  his  insight  condemned  him  to  a 
species  of  dishonesty.  Feeling  the  ne- 
cessity— feeling  the  condemned  state  as 
unreprievable — he  proceeded  to  employ 
conventions  of  character  and  form  in 
which  he  obviously  and  almost  avowedly 
did  not  believe.  Had  he  been  a  convicted 
and  not  a  condemned  novelist  he  would 
have  felt  his  insight  of  insincerity  on  the 
same  level  that  he  felt  the  convention 


in  the  following  lines,  in  which  he  never 
detected  the  insincerity  at  all. 

It  is  a  thing  most  sorrowful,  nay  shocking, 
to  expose  the  fall  of  valor  in  the  soul.  Men 
may  seem  detestable  as  joint  stock-companies 
and  nations;  knaves,  fools,  and  murderers 
there  may  be;  men  may  have  mean  and 
meagre  faces;  but  man,  in  the  ideal,  is  so 
noble  and  so  sparkling,  such  a  grand  and 
glowing  creature,  that  over  any  ignominious 
blemish  in  him  all  his  fellows  should  run  to 
throw  their  costliest  robes.  That  immacu- 
late manliness  we  feel  within  ourselves,  so 
far  within  us,  that  it  remains  intact  though 
all  the  outer  character  seem  gone;  bleeds 
with  the  keenest  anguish  at  the  undraped 
spectacle  of  a  valor-ruined  man.  Nor  can 
piety  itself,  at  such  a  shameful  sight,  com- 
pletely stifle  her  upbraidings  against  the 
permitting  stars. 

At  his  best — his  best  as  a  novelist  of 
character  and  aspiration — this  sentiment 
controlled  Melville's  perception  of  dra- 
matic fate.  Had  he  felt  the  immaculate 
manliness  as  Henry  James,  say,  felt  his 
perception  of  the  Sacred  Fount,  as  a 
germinal,  copulative,  and  plastic  principle 
in  every  human  relation,  and  also  as  the 
very  prod  and  forward  stress  towards 
form,  then  his  sentiment  would  not  only 
have  opened  up  inexhaustible  subject- 
matter,  but  would  also  have  required 
of  him  that  in  his  execution  every  re- 
source, every  trick,  every  mediate  in- 
sincerity, either  of  craft  or  of  social  pat- 
tern, be  used  for  the  utmost  there  was  in 
them.  That  would  have  been  to  work 
on  the  representative,  the  dramatic  level. 
What  he  did,  as  we  shall  see  more  par- 
ticularly below,  was  to  work  on  the 
putative  level.  His  work  constantly  said 
what  it  was  doing  or  going  to  do,  and 
then,  as  a  rule,  stopped  short. 

As  it  happens,  Melville's  is  not  a 
putative  smallness  but  a  putative  im- 
mensity, and  he  puts  it  with  such  el- 
oquence that  the  mere  statement  pro- 
duces a  lasting  tone  in  the  general 
atmosphere.    He   was    without   knowing 
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it  in  the  habit  of  succumbing  to  the 
greatest  insincerity  of  all,  the  intoxicating 
insincerity  of  cadence  and  rhythm  and 
apt  image,  or,  to  put  it  on  another  plane, 
the  insincerity  of  surrendering  to  the 
force  of  a  single  insight,  which  some- 
times amounts  to  a  kind  of  self-viola- 
tion. Who  can  measure  for  example  the 
effect  of  the  preparatory  statements 
about  Ahab  upon  our  actual  reception 
of  him  when  he  appears?  For  instance, 
in  chapter  XVI  there  is  a  paragraph 
about  the  greatness  of  some  whaling 
men  rising  from  a  combination  of  Quaker 
blood  and  the  perils  of  the  sea.  "Nor 
will  it  at  all  detract  from  him,  dramat- 
ically regarded,  if  either  by  birth  or 
other  circumstances,  he  have  what  seems 
a  half  wilful,  over-ruling  morbidness  at 
the  bottom  of  his  nature.  For  all  men 
tragically  great  are  made  so  through 
a  certain  morbidness.  Be  sure  of  this,  O 
young  ambition,  all  mortal  greatness  is 
but  disease."  .  .  .  This  is  but  one  of 
the  many  preparatory,  almost  minatory 
statements  that  Melville  made  about 
Ahab.  Many  directly  named  him;  many 
more,  like  this  one,  were  purely  indirect 
and  putative  in  character.  Ahab  is  not 
mentioned,  but  the  reader  who  remem- 
bers the  passage  will  know  that  it  was 
he  who  was  meant  all  the  same;  and  if 
the  reader  does  remember  it  may  well 
occur  to  him  that  Melville  meant  his 
sentences  about  greatness  and  disease  to 
spread  throughout  the  novel.  They  were 
planted  of  a  purpose,  whether  by  instinct 
or  intention,  to  prefigure  in  the  general 
atmosphere  the  specific  nature  of  the 
burden   Ahab   wore. 

The  interesting  thing  is  that  Melville 
preferred  to  make  his  statement,  in 
which  one  version  of  the  whole  theme 
of  the  book  is  expressed,  not  only  baldly 
in  isolation,  but  out  of  place  and  root- 
lessly;  which  is  how  the  reader  will  ul- 
timately remember  it.  It  worked,  indeed; 
but  it  worked  outside  the  story.  A 
dramatist  would  have  been  compelled  to 


find  the  sentiment  of  these  sentences  in 
a  situation,  an  action,  and  they  could 
have  been  used  only  as  the  situation 
called  for  them  and  the  action  carried 
them  along;  and  a  novelist  when  he  can 
should  follow  the  example  of  the  dram- 
atist. Melville,  as  we  have  said,  preferred 
the  non-dramatic  mode.  To  put  it  sharply, 
he  did  not  write  of  characters  in  action; 
he  employed  the  shells  of  stock  char- 
acters, heightened  or  resounding  only 
by  the  eloquence  of  the  author's  voice, 
to  witness,  illustrate,  decorate,  and  often 
as  it  happened  to  impede  and  stultify 
an  idea  in  motion.  This  is,  if  you  like, 
the  mode  of  allegory — the  highest  form 
of  the  putative  imagination,  in  which 
things  are  said  but  need  not  be  shown 
to  be  other  than  they  seem,  and  thus 
hardly  require  to  be  much  of  anything. 
But  successful  allegory — La  Vita  Nuova 
and  Pilgrim's  Progress — requires  the 
preliminary  possession  of  a  complete 
and  stable  body  of  belief  appropriate  to 
the  theme  in  hand.  Melville  was  not  so 
equipped;  neither  was  Hawthorne;  nei- 
ther was  anyone  in  nineteenth-century 
America  or  since.  That  is  why  Melville's 
allegorical  devices  and  patterns  had  to 
act  as  if  they  were  agents  in  a  novel;  and 
that  is  why  we  are  compelled  to  judge 
Melville  at  his  most  allegorical  yet 
formally  as  a  novelist. 

Perhaps  the  point  needs  labouring. 
Many  critics — many  students  of  Melville 
— have  done  a  good  deal  to  make  an  al- 
legorical interpretation  of  Moby  Dick, 
and  I  am  sure  they  are  right  and  ac- 
curate in  the  form  of  what  they  say. 
Melville  certainly  had  allegorical  inten- 
tions. My  argument — again  it  is  tech- 
nical— is  that  the  elaboration  of  these 
intentions  was  among  the  causes  that 
prevented  him  from  the  achievement  of 
enacting  composition  and  the  creation 
of  viable  characters.  He  mistook  allegory 
in  Moby  Dick  as  a  sufficient  enlivening 
agent  for  the  form  of  the  novel.  Actually 
it  was  a  chief  defective  element  which, 
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due  to  the  peculiarly  confused,  incon- 
sistent and  incomplete  state  of  belief  he 
was  in,  he  could  not  possibly  have  used 
to  good  advantage.  In  the  craft  of  writ- 
ing, in  any  form  of  expression,  artificial 
allegory,  like  willed  mysticism  (of  which 
Melville  showed  a  trace),  is  a  direct  and 
easy  mode  only  in  that  it  puts  so  much 
in  by  intention  as  to  leave  nearly  every- 
thing out  in  execution.  Bad  allegory,  even 
to  the  allegorist,  comes  very  soon  to  seem 
not  worth  doing;  which  is  why  charades 
and  political  parties  break  down.  Mel- 
ville's allegory  in  Moby  Dick  broke 
down  again  and  again  and  with  each 
resumption  got  more  and  more  verbal, 
and  more  and  more  at  the  mercy  of  the 
encroaching  event  it  was  meant  to  tran- 
scend. It  was  an  element  in  the  putative 
mode  in  which,  lofty  as  it  was,  Melville 
himself  could  not  long  deeply  believe. 

We  have  so  far  been  concerned  mostly 
with  what  Melville  did  not  do  as  a 
practitioner  in  the  novel  and  with  cer- 
tain possible  causes  which,  technically, 
prevented  him  from  doing  what  he 
wanted  to  do.  Let  us  now  examine 
particular  instances  of  what  he  did  do 
under  the  two  heads  first  mentioned: 
dramatic  form  with  its  inspiriting  con- 
ventions, and  the  treatment  of  language 
itself  as  medium.  If  anything  so  far  said 
has  made  its  point  it  will  be  in  the  de- 
gree that  it  certifies  and  illuminates  what 
follows — in  the  degree,  that  is,  that  it 
makes  it  seem  natural  and  just  and  neces- 
sary to  find  so  much  fault  in  a  genius  so 
great. 

The  dramatic  form  of  a  novel  is  what 
holds  it  together,  makes  it  move,  gives  it 
a  centre  and  establishes  a  direction;  and 
it  includes  the  agency  of  perception,  the 
consciousness  set  up  in  the  book  upon 
which,  or  through  which,  the  story  is 
registered.  Dramatic  form  cannot  in 
practice  be  wholly  isolated  from  other 
formal  elements;  form  is  the  way  things 
go  together  in  their  medium — and  the 
medium  itself,  here  language,  may  prop- 


erly be  considered  the  major  element  of 
form;  but  we  may  think  of  different  ways 
in  which  things  go  together  in  a  given 
work,  and  strangely,  the  labour  of  ab- 
straction and  violation  will  seem  to 
deepen  our  intimacy  with  the  substance 
of  the  work  and,  more  valuable,  to 
heighten  our  sense  of  how  that  substance 
is  controlled.  The  sense  of  control  is 
perhaps  the  highest  form  of  apprehen- 
sion; it  is  understanding  without  im- 
mersion. 

The  question  we  have  here  to  ask  then 
is  how  did  Melville  go  about  controlling 
his  two  novels,  Moby  Dick  and  Pierre? 
The  general,  strictly  true,  and  mainly 
irrelevant  answer  would  be:  haphazardly 
— that  is,  through  an  attitude  which 
varied  from  the  arrogance  of  extreme 
carelessness  to  the  humility  of  complete 
attention.  It  is  not  that  he  attended  only 
to  what  seriously  interested  him,  for  he 
was  as  careless  of  what  he  thought 
important  as  of  what  he  thought  trivial, 
but  that  apparently  he  had  no  sure  rule 
as  to  what  required  management  and 
what  would  take  care  of  itself.  His  rule 
was  vagary,  where  consequential  neces- 
sities did  not  determine  otherwise.  And 
even  there,  Melville's  eye  was  not  good; 
he  did  not  always  see  that  if  you  took 
one  series  of  steps  your  choice  of  further 
directions  was  narrowed,  and  that  you 
could  not  step  in  two  directions  at  once 
without  risk  of  crippling  yourself.  It  is 
perhaps  his  intellectual  consistency, 
which  he  felt  putatively  omniform,  that 
made  him  incorrigibly  inconsistent  in  the 
technical  quarter.  For  example,  in  Moby 
Dick,  after  setting  up  a  single  conscious- 
ness to  get  inside  of,  he  shifted  from  that 
consciousness  at  will  without  sense  of 
inconsistency,  and  therefore,  which  is 
the  important  thing,  without  making 
any  effort  to  warrant  the  shifts  and  make 
them  credible.  Ignorance  could  not  have 
excused  him,  because  he  had  the  ex- 
ample of  Hawthorne,  who  was  adept  at 
shifting  his  compositional  centres  with- 
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out  disturbing  his  gravity,  plumb  in  front 
of  him.  Not  ignorance,  but  ineptitude 
and  failure  to  discriminate.  For  the  con- 
trary example,  I  can  think  of  only  three 
occasions  of  importance  in  Pierre,  if  we 
except  the  digressions  of  the  author  him- 
self in  his  own  voice,  where  the  con- 
sciousness of  the  hero  is  not  left  the 
presumed  sole  register  of  the  story.  Of 
these  occasions,  two  are  unnecessary  to 
the  story,  and  the  third,  where  in  the 
very  end  the  perceiving  centre  is  turned 
over  to  the  turnkey  in  the  prison,  funks 
its  job.  Yet  in  Pierre  the  theme  cried  out, 
one  would  think,  for  as  many  and  as 
well  chosen  centres  of  consciousness  as 
possible,  all  to  be  focussed  on  Pierre 
himself,  the  distraught  and  ambiguous, 
otherwise  not  measurable:  the  principle 
being  that  the  abnormal  can  only  be 
seen  as  viable,  as  really  moving  in  re- 
sponse to  the  normal  world,  if  seen 
through  normal  eyes. 

Meanwhile  we  have  approached  a 
little  nearer  the  composition  of  the  two 
novels.  Melville  was  right,  granting  the 
theme  of  Moby  Dick,  in  choosing  Ish- 
mael  the  novice,  to  represent  a  story  in 
which  he  had  only  a  presumed  and 
minor  but  omnipresent  part;  he  was  only 
wrong  where  he  breached  his  choice 
without  covering  up.  Ishmael,  not  other- 
wise ever  named,  is  as  mysterious  as 
Ahab,  but  he  is  credible  because  he  tells 
us  not  what  he  is  but  what  he  sees  and 
what  he  sees  other  people  see.  The  mere 
interposition  of  a  participating  conscious- 
ness between  the  story  and  its  readers, 
once  it  has  been  made  logical  by  trying 
the  consciousness  to  the  story,  is  a  prime 
device  of  composition:  it  limits,  com- 
pacts, and  therefore  controls  what  can 
be  told  and  how.  The  only  error  Melville 
made  is  that  he  failed  to  distinguish  be- 
tween what  Ishmael  saw  and  what  the 
author  saw  on  his  own  account.  If  an 
author  is  to  use  digressions,  which  are 
confusing  but  legitimate  by  tradition,  he 
ought  to  follow  Fielding  and  put  them  in 


interchapters,  and  especially  where  the 
narrative  is  technically  in  the  first  person. 
Otherwise,  as  with  Ishmael,  the  narrator 
will  seem  to  know  too  much  at  a  given 
time  for  the  story's  good;  it  will  tend 
to  tell  itself  all  at  once,  and  the  necessary 
modicum  of  stupidity  in  the  operative 
consciousness  will  be  blighted  by  excess 
intelligence.  As  Ahab  said  to  the  car- 
penter who  handed  him  a  lantern: 
"Thrusted  light  is  worse  than  presented 
pistols."  Ishmael  of  course  is  Melville's 
alter  ego,  which  explains  why  so  much 
is  imputed  to  him,  but  does  not  condone 
the  excess. 

On  the  whole  the  mode  of  Ishmael  is 
a  success  exactly  where  the  mode  of 
Pierre  (another  alter  ego  of  Melville) 
is  wrong.  Ishmael  is  looking  on,  and  able 
to  see;  Pierre  is  in  the  centre  of  his 
predicament,  and  lost  in  the  action. 
Ishmael  represents  speech;  Pierre  repre- 
sents rhetoric.  Ishmael  reports  the  ab- 
normal, driven  and  demonic  Ahab,  either 
through  his  own  normal  sensibility  or 
through  the  reported  sensibilities  of  the 
mates  and  the  crew.  Pierre  is  seen  prin- 
cipally without  the  intervening  glass 
and  focus  of  any  sensibility  whatever — 
so  that  he  falls  apart  into  a  mere  voice 
whenever  he  speaks,  whereas  the  voice 
of  Ahab,  equally  eloquent  and  rhetorical 
past  belief,  rings  true  in  ears  that  have 
actually  heard  it. 

It  should  be  noted,  curiously,  that  Ish- 
mael is  the  only  character  in  the  book 
not  "characterised"  by  Melville;  he  is 
merely  situated  in  the  centre,  explained 
a  little,  and  let  speak  his  part  of  record- 
ing angel.  The  curosity  is  that  all  the 
other  characters  except  Ahab  and  Quee- 
queg  near  the  beginning  (the  night  at 
the  inn ) ,  although  given  set  characterisa- 
tions as  they  appear,  are  far  less  viable 
and  are  far  less  present  in  the  book  than 
Ishmael.  The  reason  may  be  that  the 
other  characters  are  only  pulled  out  at 
intervals  and  are  usually  given  stock 
jobs  to  do,  set  speeches  to  make,  whereas 


Ishmael,  sacking  his  creative  memory,  is 
occupied  all  the  time.  Which  suggests 
two  or  three  things:  that  character  re- 
quires the  sense  of  continuous  action  to 
show  continuously,  that  the  mates  and 
crew  were  not  in  the  book  substantially 
but  that  their  real  use  was  to  divide  up 
the  representation  of  the  image  of  Ahab. 
There  is  nothing  illegitimate  about  such 
characters,  but  to  be  successful  and  main- 
tain interest  they  must  be  given  enough 
to  do  to  seem  everywhere  natural,  and 
never  obviously  used,  as  here,  only  to 
make  the  wheels  go  round.  One  suspects, 
therefore,  that  Ahab  comes  out  a  great 
figure  more  because  of  the  eloquence  of 
the  author's  putative  conception  of  him, 
and  Ishmael's  feeling  for  him,  than  from 
any  representational  aids  on  the  part  of 
the  crew.  The  result  is  a  great  figure, 
not  a  great  character.  Ahab  is  as  solitary 
in  the  book  as  he  was  in  his  cabin. 

Pierre  was  in  his  way  as  composition- 
ally  isolated  as  Ahab;  he  was  so  situated, 
and  so  equipped  as  a  consciousness,  that 
he  recorded  his  own  isolation  to  the  point 
of  solipsism.  If  Pierre  was  real,  as  he  was 
asserted  to  be,  then  nothing  else  properly 
in  the  novel  was  real  except  in  terms  of 
his  perception  or  through  the  direct  and 
unwarrantable  intervention  of  the  author. 
That  is  the  risk  attached  to  making  the 
protagonist  record  the  action  in  which 
he  participates  to  the  exclusion  of  other 
agents  and  while  the  action  is  going  on. 
Melville  instinctively  tried  to  get  round 
the  difficulty  by  resorting  to  a  series  of 
dramatic  scenes  in  which  Pierre  was 
chief  interlocutor.  The  device  was  the 
right  one — or  one  of  the  right  ones — 
but  it  failed  to  work  for  a  number  of 
reasons,  of  which  the  chief  was  that 
Melville  had  no  talent  for  making  his 
dramatic  scenes  objective  except  by  aid 
of  external  and  unrelated  force — as  in 
Moby  Dick  he  was  able  to  resort  to  the 
ordinary  exigencies  of  life  on  a  whal- 
ing ship.  In  Pierre  the  White  Whale  was 
entirely    in    the    protagonist's    own    in- 
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adequate  perception  of  it  and  the  real 
weight  of  the  book — what  it  was  really 
about:  tragedy  by  unconsidered  virtue — 
was  left  for  the  author's  digressions  and 
soliloquies  to  carry  as  it  could;  which  is 
to  say  that  the  book  had  no  compositional 
centre  at  all. 

Something  of  the  same  sort  may  also 
be  true  of  Moby  Dick.  Is  it  not  possible 
to  say  that  Ishmael,  the  narrator,  pro- 
vides only  a  false  centre?  Is  it  not  true 
that  a  great  part  of  the  story's  theme 
escapes  him,  is  not  recorded  through  his 
sensibility,  either  alone  or  in  connection 
with  others?  Then  the  real  centre  would 
lie  where?  It  would  lie  variously,  I 
think,  in  the  suspense  attached  to  the 
character  of  Ahab  and  the  half  imputed, 
half  demonstrated  peril  of  the  White 
Whale — the  cold,  live  evil  that  is  mo- 
mently present.  If  we  think  of  the  book 
in  that  way,  we  may  say  that  its  compo- 
sitional form  is  a  long,  constantly  inter- 
rupted but  as  constantly  maintained 
suspense,  using  as  nexi  or  transitions  the 
recurring  verbal  signs  of  Melville's  al- 
legory, Ahab's  character,  and  the  business 
of  whaling.  The  business  of  whaling,  in- 
cluding both  the  essays  on  anatomy  and 
those  on  butchery,  takes  the  most  space 
and  provides  the  most  interest.  All  the 
reader  has  to  do  is  to  feel  whaling  as 
interest  and  he  will  recognise  it  as  a 
compositional  device  mounting  to  the 
force  of  drama.  Indeed  we  speak  of  the 
drama  of  whaling,  or  of  cotton,  or  of  gold 
without  substantial  injustice  to  the  lan- 
guage; and  I  cannot  for  the  life  of  me 
see  why  the  drama  of  whaling  should 
not  be  as  efficient  an  agent  of  interest,  if 
well  felt,  as  the  drama  of  who  fired  the 
second  shot;  and  with  Melville  there  is 
the  additional  advantage  that  the  busi- 
ness of  whaling  points  to  the  everlasting 
assassin  instead  of  the  casual  and  no 
doubt  remorseful  murderer.  Interest  is 
the  thing  of  prime  importance  as  any 
artist  and  any  audience  will  tell  you. 
If  it  takes  up  time  and  prepares  for  life, 
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it  does  not  matter  how  it  is  secured  and 
does  not  fatally  matter  if  it  is  overdone 
or  vulgar  in  its  appeal  as  it  is  in  Moby 
Dick. 

But  is  the  real  interest  in  the  whaling 
or  in  the  firing  of  the  shot?  Is  it  not  al- 
ways partly  in  the  presentation,  the  feel- 
ing of  detail  and  design,  and  partly  in 
the  image  towards  which  the  design 
points?  Melville  was  lucky  in  Omoo  and 
Typee,  to  a  less  degree  in  Mardi  and 
White  Jacket,  and  most  of  all  in  Moby 
Dick;  he  was  lucky  or  it  was  his  genius 
that  he  had  material  in  perfect  factual 
control  with  which  to  take  up  time  and 
point  towards  an  image — in  Moby  Dick 
a  profound  and  obsessive  image  of  life. 
As  it  happened,  it  was  in  each  case  the 
material  of  a  special  and  vanishing  ex- 
perience, dramatic  enough  in  its  own 
right  to  require  veiy  little  fictionising — 
very  little  actualising — to  exert  the  in- 
valuable hold  of  natural  interest  over  the 
average  reader.  If  to  interest,  you  add 
eloquence,  you  have  all  the  essentials  of 
the  great  novel  below  the  first  order. 
Many  readers  will  be  deceived  and  think 
the  provision  greater  than  it  is.  I  have 
discovered  a  number  of  readers  who  on 
being  asked  reported  enjoyment  of  a 
great  story  in  a  book  of  which  Henry 
James  would  have  said  that  it  told  no 
story  to  speak  of;  which  indeed  it  does 
not. 

In  Pierre  we  are  in  a  different  box;  a 
box  quite  empty  of  special  material  of  ob- 
jective interest  to  do  for  compositional 
strength  otherwise  lacking.  There  is  no 
sea,  or  ship,  or  whale,  or  unique  tradition 
of  behaviour,  no  unusual  daily  life — 
most  precious  of  all — to  give  atmosphere, 
and  weight  and  movement  to  carry  the 
book  towards  the  image  of  its  chosen  end. 
Melville  was  required  to  depend  more 
than  ever  before  upon  the  actual  tech- 
nique of  the  craft,  and  nothing  much 
else,  to  make  the  book  hang  together. 
What  is  most  illuminating  is  most  pitiful. 
The  glaring  weaknesses  of  Pierre  show 


up  the  hidden  weaknesses  of  Moby  Dick, 
and  each  set  of  weaknesses  shows  the 
other  as  essential — at  least  in  the  critical 
context  in  which  we  here  provisionally 
place  both  books. 

That  one  novel  may  criticise  another 
is  a  commonplace  when  we  think  of 
different  authors,  as  when  we  say  that 
the  novels  of  Henry  James  form  a  crit- 
icism of  the  novels  of  Flaubert  and 
Turgenev,  or  that,  in  a  way,  the  Comedie 
Hurnaine  is  a  critique  of  the  Waverly 
Novels.  I  think  it  is  equally  true  that 
a  consideration  of  the  failures  of  a  single 
author  will  often  form  the  severest  crit- 
icism of  his  successes,  and  a  considera- 
tion of  his  successes  may  relatively  im- 
prove our  estimation  of  his  failures.  A 
great  author  is  of  one  substance  and 
often  of  one  theme,  and  the  relation  be- 
tween his  various  creations  is  bound  to 
be  reciprocal,  even  mutual;  each  is  the 
other  in  a  different  form.  So  with  Pierre 
and  Moby  Dick.  If  we  wish  to  take  up 
thinking  of  the  two  novels  together  in 
this  way — which  is  the  purpose  of  this 
essay — the  alert  consciousness  will  be 
struck  with  the  repetition  of  the  vices  of 
Pierre  in  Moby  Dick,  or  struck  the  other 
way  round  with  the  fact  that  the  tragedy 
of  Pierre  fails  to  come  off  as  well  as 
Moby  Dick  only  because  the  later  book 
lacked  the  demonstrable  extraneous  in- 
terest of  whaling.  The  efforts  at  plot  in 
the  two  books  are  as  lame;  narrative  runs 
as  often  offside.  Dramatic  motive  on  the 
subordinate  level  is  as  weakly  put;  Star- 
buck's  tentative  rebellion  against  Ahab 
and  the  threatened  revenge  of  Glendin- 
ning  Stanly  and  Frederick  Tartan  upon 
Pierre  are  equally  unconvincing.  The 
dialogue  is  as  by  turns  limp  and  stiff  and 
flowery  in  one  book  as  the  other.  The 
delineations  of  character  are  almost  inter- 
changeable examples  of  wooden  carica- 
ture. And  so  on.  More  important,  the 
force  and  nobility  of  conception,  the 
profundity  of  theme,  were  as  great  in 
either  book — not  from  the  dramatic  ex- 
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ecution  but  in  spite  of  it,  in  the  simple 
strength  of  the  putative  statement,  and 
in  the  digressions  Melville  made  from 
the  drama  in  front  of  him,  which  he 
could  not  manage,  into  apologues  or 
sermons,  which  he  superbly  could. 

The  strength  of  the  putative  statement 
is  only  simple  when  thought  of  abstractly 
and  as  appealing  to  the  intellect — to  the 
putative  element  in  appreciation:  as  if 
we  read  lyric  poetry  solely  for  the  sche- 
matic paraphrase  we  make  of  it  in  pop- 
ular discussion,  or  as  if,  in  contemplating 
war,  we  thought  only  of  political  causes 
or  in  terms  of  the  quartermaster's  tech- 
nique alone.  What  we  want  is  to  see 
what  is  the  source  of  putative  strength 
and  how  deeply  its  appeal  is  asserted; 
and  in  that  pursuit  we  shall  find  our- 
selves instantly,  I  think,  in  the  realm  of 
language  itself.  Words,  and  their  in- 
timate arrangements,  must  be  the  ul- 
timate as  well  as  the  immediate  source 
of  every  effect  in  the  written  or  spoken 
arts.  Words  bring  meaning  to  birth  and 
themselves  contained  the  meaning  as  an 
imminent  possibility  before  the  pangs  of 
junction.  To  the  individual  artist  the  use 
of  words  is  an  adventure  in  discovery; 
the  imagination  is  heuristic  among  the 
words  it  manipulates.  The  reality  you 
labour  desperately  or  luckily  to  put  into 
your  words — and  you  may  put  it  in 
consciously  like  Coleridge  or  by  instinct 
as  in  the  great  ballads  or  from  piety  and 
passion  like  the  translators  of  the  Bible — 
you  will  actually  have  found  there, 
deeply  ready  and  innately  formed  to  give 
objective  being  and  specific  idiom  to 
what  you  knew  and  did  not  know  that 
you  knew.  The  excitement  is  past  belief; 
as  we  know  from  the  many  myths  of 
heavenly  inspiration.  And  the  routine  of 
discovery  is  past  teaching  and  past  pre- 
diction; as  we  know  from  the  vast 
reaches  of  writing,  precious  and  viable  to 
their  authors,  wholly  without  the  con- 
viction of  being.  Yet  the  adventure  into 
the   reality    of   words    has    a    technique 


after  the  fact  in  the  sense  that  we  can 
distinguish  its  successful  versions  from 
those  that  failed,  can  measure  provision- 
ally the  kinds  and  intensities  of  reality 
secured  and  attempted,  and  can  even 
roughly  guess  at  the  conditions  of  conven- 
tion and  belief  necessary  for  its  emer- 
gence. 

Melville  is  an  excellent  example  for 
such  an  essay.  We  have  only  to  relate  the 
conception  of  the  reality  of  language 
just  adumbrated  to  the  notion  of  the 
putative  statement  to  see  whence  the 
strength  of  the  latter  comes;  and  we  have 
only  to  relate  the  conception  of  lan- 
guage to  its  modifying  context  of  con- 
ventions in  order  to  understand  the 
successes  and  at  least  excuse  the  many 
short-comings  and  over-leapings  of  Mel- 
ville's attempts  at  the  paramount  and 
indefeasible  reality  that  great  words 
show.  For  Melville  habitually  used 
words   greatly. 

Let  us  take  first  an  example  not  at  all 
putative  and  with  as  little  supporting 
context  of  convention  as  possible:  an 
example  of  words  composed  entirely  of 
feelings  and  the  statement  of  sensuous 
facts,  plus  of  course  the  usual  situating 
and  correlative  elements  which  are  the 
real  syntax  of  imaginative  language. 

To  a  landsman,  no  whale,  nor  any  sign  of  a 
herring,  would  have  been  visible  at  that 
moment;  nothing  but  a  troubled  bit  of 
greenish  white  water,  and  thin  scattered 
puffs  of  vapor  hovering  over  it,  and  suf- 
fusingly  blowing  off  to  leeward,  like  the  con- 
fused scud  from  white  rolling  billows.  The 
air  around  suddenly  vibrated  and  tingled, 
as  it  were,  like  the  air  over  intensely  heated 
plates  of  iron.  Beneath  this  atmospheric 
waving  and  curling,  and  partially  beneath 
a  thin  layer  of  water,  also,  the  whales  were 
swimming.  Seen  in  advance  of  all  the  other 
indications,  the  puffs  of  vapor  they  spouted, 
seemed  their  forerunning  couriers  and  de- 
tached flying  outriders. 

This  is  the  bottom  level  of  good 
writing,  whether  in  prose  or  verse;  and 
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a  style  which  was  able  to  maintain  the 
qualities  of  accurate  objective  feeling 
which  it  exemplifies  at  other  levels  and 
for  other  purposes  could  not  help  being 
a  great  style.  The  words  have  feelers  of 
their  own,  and  the  author  contributes 
nothing  to  the  emotion  they  call  forth 
except  the  final  phrasing,  which  adds 
nothing  but  finish  to  the  paragraph.  It 
is  an  example  of  words  doing  their  own 
work;  and  let  no  one  think  it  is  not 
imaginative  work,  or  does  not  come  to  an 
emotion,  because  the  mode  is  that  of 
close  description,  and  neither  directly 
expressive  nor  enacting.  Let  us  compare 
it,  with  achieved  emotion  in  mind,  with 
a  deliberately  "emotional"  description 
taken  from  the  chapter  called  Enceladus 
in  Pierre. 

Cunningly  masked  hitherto,  by  the  green 
tapestry  of  the  interlacing  leaves,  a  terrific 
towering  palisade  of  dark  mossy  massiness 
confronted  you;  and,  trickling  with  unevapo- 
rable  moisture,  distilled  upon  you  from  its 
beetling  brow  slow  thunder-showers  of  wa- 
ter-drops, chill  as  the  last  dews  of  death. 
.  .  .  All  round  and  round,  the  grim  scarred 
rocks  rallied  and  re-rallied  themselves;  shot 
up,  protuded,  stretched,  swelled,  and  eagerly 
reached  forth;  on  every  side  bristlingly 
radiated  with  hideous  repellingness.  .  .  . 
'Mid  this  spectacle  of  wide  and  wanton 
spoil,  insular  noises  of  falling  rocks  would 
boomingly  explode  upon  the  silence  and 
fright  all  the  echoes,  which  ran  shrieking 
in  and  out  among  the  caves,  as  wailing 
women  and  children  in  some  assaulted  town. 

This  is,  if  I  may  insist  on  the  term, 
putative  description.  It  asserts  itself  to 
be  description  and  passes  for  description 
until  it  is  looked  into,  when  you  see  that 
it  is  primarily  the  assertion  of  an  emo- 
tional relation  to  landscape,  and  through 
effects  of  which  landscape  is  incapable. 
Its  force  depends  on  the  looseness, 
vagueness,  and  tumultuousness  of  the 
motion  of  the  words.  As  a  matter  of  fact 
the  words  are  so  chosen  and  arranged 
that  they  cannot  contribute  any  material 


of  emotion  beyond  that  which  may  be 
contained  in  a  stock  exclamation.  The 
primary  point  of  our  comparison  is  that 
the  second  passage  dilutes  and  wastes  an 
emotion  assumed  to  have  existed  prior 
to  its  expression,  whereas  the  first  pas- 
sage built  up  and  united  the  elements 
of  an  emotion  which  exists  only  and  ac- 
tually in  the  words  employed.  The  first 
passage  discovers  its  meaning  in  words, 
the  second  never  reached  the  condition 
of  meaning.  The  first  passage  reminds 
you  of  Gerard  Hopkins,  the  second  of 
Ann  Radcliffe;  a  contrast  which  brings 
up  the  secondary  point  of  our  compari- 
son. 

The  spirit  of  the  gothic  novel  ran 
frothily  through  the  popular  literature  of 
America  in  the  first  half  of  the  nineteenth 
century,  ending  possibly  with  its  own 
travesty  in  The  Black  Crook.  Melville, 
faced  with  the  bad  necessity,  as  it  must 
have  seemed  to  him,  of  popularising  the 
material  of  Pierre  and  Moby  Dick, 
adopted  outright  the  gothic  convention 
of  language  with  all  its  archaisms  and 
rhetorical  inflations.  The  effect  in  the 
two  books  was  similar  in  fact  though  not 
quite  the  same  in  effect.  Some  of  the 
soliloquies  in  Moby  Dick  seem  more  like 
tantrums  than  poetry,  but  they  were 
the  tantrums  of  a  great  imagination  fed 
with  mastered  material.  In  Pierre,  with- 
out any  fund  of  nourishing  material,  the 
dialogues,  soliloquies,  and  meditations 
get  lost  in  the  flatulence  of  words. 

Now,  the  gothic  convention  is  not  in- 
susceptible of  reality  in  itself,  as  we  see 
in  Beckford  and  Peacock  and  Bronte — 
perhaps  in  Poe  and  occasionally  in  Haw- 
thorne— but  it  requires  on  the  part  of  the 
author  unconditional  assent  to  it  as  a 
convention.  This  assent  Melville  could 
not  give;  he  used  it,  so  far  as  I  can  see, 
as  a  solemn  fraud  and  hoped  for  the 
best.  In  Moby  Dick  the  fraud  passed  pre- 
liminary muster  because  the  lofty  "un- 
real" terror  that  rode  the  Pequod  made 
it  seem  at  least  plausible,   even  in  its 
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greatest  extravagance,  as  a  vehicle  of 
response.  And  there  is  the  further  de- 
fence, often  made,  that  the  worst  ex- 
cesses of  language  and  sentiment  are  ex- 
cusable because  of  the  poetry  they  are 
supposed  to  hold.  To  which  the  answer 
is  that  the  poetry  would  have  been  bet- 
ter without  the  excess;  when  Melville 
dropped  the  mode  and  wrote  in  lan- 
guage comparable  to  the  passage  first 
quoted  above,  as  in  Ahab's  last  soliloquy, 
better  poetry  was  actually  produced.  But 
no  one,  so  far  as  I  know,  unless  it  be 
Foster  Damon  who  writes  con  amore  of 
anything  both  American  and  gothic,  has 
defended  the  excesses  of  Pierre,  of  which 
the  passage  quoted  above  is  a  tame 
example. 

It  may  be  said  in  passing  that  what  is 
often  called  the  Elizabethan  influence  in 
Melville's  prose  might  more  accurately 
be  called  the  gothic  influence  heightened 
by  the  greatness  of  Melville's  intentions. 
If  I  may  have  the  notation  for  what  it  is 
worth,  I  suspect  that  in  "the  three  boats 
swung  over  the  sea  like  three  samphire 
baskets  over  high  cliffs,"  while  the  sam- 
phire baskets  undoubtedly  came  from 
King  Lear,  still  they  had  got  well  spat- 
tered with  gothic  mire  on  the  long  jour- 
ney. Again,  the  sister-brother  crux  in 
Pierre,  while  it  may  be  found  in  John 
Ford  has  a  very  different  reality  of  ex- 
pression from  that  in  Ford's  verse. 

The  menacings  in  thy  eyes  are  dear  de- 
lights to  me;  I  grow  up  with  thy  own  glori- 
ous stature;  and  in  thee,  my  brother,  I  see 
God's  indignant  ambassador  to  me,  saying 
— Up,  up,  Isabel,  and  take  no  terms  from 
the  common  world,  but  do  thou  make  terms 
to  it,  and  grind  thy  fierce  rights  out  of  it! 
Thy  catching  nobleness  unsexes  me,  my 
brother;  and  now  I  know  that  in  her  most 
exalted  moment,  then  woman  no  more  feels 
the  twin-born  softness  of  her  breasts,  but 
feels  chain-armour  palpitating  there! 

These  lines,  spoken  by  Isabel  in  response 
to  similar  declarations  on  the  part  of 
Pierre  on  the  occasion  of  their  second 


conversation,  could  not  have  been 
matched  in  Ford,  but  they  could  be 
matched  a  hundred  times  in  the  popular 
gothics.  As  for  the  minor  effects  of  Eliza- 
bethan influence,  where  it  has  been  said, 
by  Mumford  among  others,  that  Mel- 
ville's prose  is  Websterian — and  perhaps 
it  sometimes  is — yet  it  far  more  often 
supplies  us  with  Marlovian  tropes.  For 
every  phrase  such  as  "the  cheeks  of  his 
soul  collapsed  in  him,"  there  are  a  dozen 
on  the  tone  of  the  following:  "With  a 
frigate's  anchors  for  my  bridle-bitts  and 
fasces  of  harpoons  for  spurs,  would  I 
could  mount  that  whale  and  leap  the 
topmast  skies  .  .  .  !"  This  is  the  Mar- 
lowe of  Tamerlane,  and  the  unregenerate 
Marlowe  letting  himself  go,  not  the  Mar- 
lowe remodelled  and  compacted  of 
Faustus  and  The  Jew.  Occasionally  there 
is  such  a  triumphant  meeting  of  rhetoric 
and  insight  as  the  passage  which  con- 
tains the  famous  phrases:  "To  trail  the 
genealogies  of  these  high  mortal  miseries, 
carries  us  at  last  among  the  sourceless 
primogenitures  of  the  gods," — a  passage 
more  mindful  of  the  Urn  Burial  than  of 
anything  in  The  Duchess  of  Malfi,  but 
which  is  mindful  most  of  Melville  him- 
self. 

If  it  was  the  gothic  excess  that  gave 
occasional  opportunity  for  magnificent 
flashes,  we  should  be  grateful  to  it  that 
much:  it  is  at  least  a  delight  by  the  way; 
but  it  far  more  often  produced  passages 
like  the  speech  of  Isabel,  which  are  per- 
haps collector's  items,  but  not  delights. 
Besides,  what  is  most  and  finally  illumi- 
nating, when  Melville  really  had  some- 
thing to  say,  and  was  not  making  a 
novel,  he  resorted  to  another  mode, 
which  was  perhaps  the  major  expressive 
mode  of  his  day,  the  mode  of  the  liberal 
Emersonian  sermon,  the  moral  apologue 
on  the  broad  Christian  basis.  There  Mel- 
ville's natural  aptitude  lay;  when  he 
preaches  he  is  released,  and  only  then, 
of  all  weak  specifications.  That  the  ser- 
mon was  to  say  the  best  of  it  an  artificial 
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mode  in  fiction  mattered  nothing,  and 
emphasises  the  fact  that  Melville  was 
only  a  novelist  betimes.  He  made  only 
the  loosest  efforts  to  tie  his  sermons  into 
his  novels,  and  was  quite  content  if  he 
could  see  that  his  novels  illustrated  his 
sermons  and  reasonably  content  if  they 
did  not;  or  so  the  books  would  show. 
He  preached  without  scruple,  and  with 
full  authority,  because  he  felt  in  full 
command  of  the  mode  he  used:  he  be- 
lieved in  its  convention  of  structure  and 
its  deeper  convention  of  its  relation  to 
society  with  all  his  heart.  Father  Map- 
pie's  sermon  on  Jonah  and  Plotinus  Plin- 
limmon's  lecture — it  is  really  a  sermon — 
on  Chronometricals  and  Horologicals  are 
the  two  sustained  examples  of  self-com- 
plete form  in  his  work.  The  doctrine 
might  not  have  appealed  to  Channing  or 
Parker,  but  the  form,  the  execution,  the 
litheness  and  vigour  and  verve,  the 
homely  aptnesses,  the  startling  com- 
parisons, the  lucidity  of  presentation  of 
hard  insights,  the  dramatic  and  pictorial 
quality  of  the  illustrations,  and  above  all 
the  richness  of  impact  and  the  weighted 
speed  of  the  words,  would  have  ap- 
pealed as  near  perfection. 

The  curiosity — and  Melville  looked  at 
is  all  curiosity — that  needs  emphasis  here 
is  that  the  vices  of  his  style  either  disap- 
peared or  transpired  only  as  virtues  when 
he  shifted  his  mode  to  the  sermon,  and 
this  without  any  addition  of  insight  or  elo- 
quence, but  simply,  I  believe,  because 
he  had  found  a  mode  which  suited  the 
bent  of  his  themes,  which  allowed  the 
putative  statement  to  reach  its  full  glory 
without  further  backing,  which  made 
room  for  rhetoric  and  demanded  digres- 
sion, and  which  did  not  trouble  him,  so 
great  was  his  faith  in  it,  with  its  universal 
lurking  insincerity.  Consider  the  follow- 
ing lines,  which  form  the  counter  ser- 
mon to  Plinlimmon's  lecture  in  Pierre. 

All  profound  things,  and  emotions  of 
things  are  preceded  and  attended  by  Silence. 
What  a  silence  is  that  with  which  the  pale 


bride  precedes  the  responsive  I  will,  to  the 
priest's  solemn  question,  Wilt  thou  have 
this  man  for  thy  husband?  In  silence,  too, 
the  wedded  hands  are  clasped.  Yea,  in  si- 
lence the  child  Christ  was  born  into  the 
world.  Silence  is  the  general  consecration  of 
the  universe.  Silence  is  the  invisable  laying 
on  of  the  Divine  Pontiff's  hands  upon  the 
world.  Silence  is  at  once  the  most  harmless 
and  the  most  awful  thing  in  all  nature.  It 
speaks  of  the  Reserved  Forces  of  Fate.  Si- 
lence is  the  only  Voice  of  our  God. 

Nor  is  this  so  august  Silence  confined  to 
things  simply  touching  or  grand.  Like  the 
air,  Silence  permeates  all  things,  and  pro- 
duces its  magical  power,  as  well  during  that 
peculiar  mood  which  prevails  at  a  solitary 
traveller's  first  setting  forth  on  a  journey, 
as  at  the  unimaginable  time  when  before 
the  world  was,  Silence  brooded  on  the  face 
of  the  waters. 

The  author  of  these  paragraphs  was  at 
home  in  his  words  and  completely  mas- 
tered by  them;  and  he  had  reached  in 
that  language,  what  Pierre  never 
reached,  the  "sense  of  uncapitulatable 
security,  which  is  only  the  possession  of 
the  furthest  advanced  and  profoundest 
souls." 

In  our  present  context  there  seems  lit- 
tle more  to  say.  The  consideration  of 
Melville  as  a  novelist  should  have  shown, 
at  least  in  the  superficial  aspects  which 
this  brief  essay  has  been  able  to  touch, 
that  it  was  precisely  the  practice  of  that 
craft  that  put  his  books,  and  himself,  at 
a  loss,  and  left  him  silent,  stultified,  and, 
before  the  great  face  of  possibility,  im- 
potent for  forty  years  of  mature  life.  I 
trust  that  it  will  have  been  shown  as  at 
least  plausible  that  Melville  suffered  the 
exorbitant  penalty  of  his  great  failure, 
not  as  a  result  of  the  injuries  inflicted 
upon  him  by  his  age,  but  because  of  his 
radical  inability  to  master  a  technique — 
that  of  the  novel — radically  foreign  to 
his  sensibility.  The  accidents  of  his 
career,  the  worse  accidents  of  his  needs, 
brought  him  to  a  wrong  choice.  Yet  had 
he  made  a  right  choice,  the  accident  of 
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his  state  of  beliefs  might  well  have  si- 
lenced him  altogether.  Judging  by  the 
reception  of  his  two  serious  books,  he 
would  have  been  anathema  as  a  preacher 
and  unpublishable  as  an  essayist.  We 
should  be  grateful  for  his  ill  luck  in  only 
a  lesser  sense  than  we  are  for  Dante's,  or 
we  should  have  lost  the  only  great  imagi- 
nation in  the  middle  period  of  the  Amer- 
ican nineteenth  century:  a  putative  state- 
ment to  which  all  readers  must  assent. 


Henry  David  Thoreau 

*  1817-1862 


Thoreau  was  of  two  minds  about  Whit- 
man. When  he  -first  read  leaves  of 
grass  he  was  attracted  hut  he  was  also 
repelled:  it  was,  he  thought,  "as  if  the 
beasts  spoke."  But  the  longer  he  read, 
the  more  he  admired.  The  following 
estimate  was  written  in  a  letter  to  a 
friend  on  December  7,  1856,  after  a  visit 
to  Whitman  in  Brooklyn. 


Walt  Whitman 

Walt  Whitman  ...  is  the  most  inter- 
esting fact  to  me  at  present.  I  have  read 
his  second  edition  (which  he  gave  me), 
and  it  has  done  me  more  good  than  any 
reading  for  a  long  time.  Perhaps  I  re- 
member best  the  poem  of  Walt  Whit- 
man, an  American,  and  the  Sun  Down 
Poem.  There  are  two  or  three  pieces  in 
the  book  which  are  disagreeable,  to  say 
the  least,  simply  sensual.  He  does  not 
celebrate  love  at  all.  It  is  as  if  the  beasts 
spoke.  I  think  that  men  have  not  been 
ashamed  of  themselves  without  reason. 
No  doubt  there  have  always  been  dens 
where  such  deeds  were  unblushingly  re- 


cited, and  it  is  no  merit  to  compete  with 
their  inhabitants.  But  even  on  this  side 
he  has  spoken  more  truth  than  any 
American  or  modern  that  I  know.  I  have 
found  his  poem  exhilarating,  encourag- 
ing. As  for  its  sensuality — and  it  may 
turn  out  to  be  less  sensual  than  it  ap- 
pears— I  do  not  so  much  wish  that  those 
parts  were  not  written,  as  that  men  and 
women  were  so  pure  that  they  could 
read  them  without  harm,  that  is,  with- 
out understanding  them.  One  woman 
told  me  that  no  woman  could  read  it — 
as  if  a  man  could  read  what  a  woman 
could  not.  Of  course  Walt  Whitman  can 
communicate  to  us  no  experience,  and  if 
we  are  shocked,  whose  experience  is  it 
that  we  are  reminded  of? 

On  the  whole,  it  sounds  to  me  very 
brave  and  American,  after  whatever  de- 
ductions. I  do  not  believe  that  all  the 
sermons,  so  called,  that  have  been 
preached  in  this  land  put  together  are 
equal  to  it  for  preaching. 

We  ought  to  rejoice  greatly  in  him. 
He  occasionally  suggests  something  a 
little  more  than  human.  You  can't  con- 
found him  with  the  other  inhabitants 
of  Brooklyn  or  New  York.  How  they 
must  shudder  when  they  read  him!  He 
is  awfully  good. 

To  be  sure  I  sometimes  feel  a  little 
imposed  on.  By  his  heartiness  and  broad 
generalities  he  puts  me  in  a  liberal  frame 
of  mind  prepared  to  see  wonders — as  it 
were,  sets  me  upon  a  hill  or  in  the  midst 
of  a  plain — stirs  me  well  up,  and  then — 
throws  in  a  thousand  of  brick.  Though 
rude  and  sometimes  ineffectual,  it  is  a 
great  primitive  poem, — an  alarum  or 
trumpet-note  ringing  through  the  Amer- 
ican camp.  Wonderfully  like  the  Orien- 
tals, too,  considering  that  when  I  asked 
him  if  he  had  read  them,  he  answered, 
"No:  tell  me  about  them." 

I  did  not  get  far  in  conversation  with 
him — two  more  being  present — and 
among  the  few  things  which  I  chanced 
to  say,  I  remember  that  one  was,  in  an- 
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swer  to  him  as  representing  America, 
that  I  did  not  think  that  much  of  Amer- 
ica or  of  politics,  and  so  on,  which  may 
have  been  somewhat  of  a  damper  to  him. 

Since  I  have  seen  him,  I  find  that  I 
am  not  disturbed  by  any  brag  or  egoism 
in  his  book.  He  may  turn  out  the  least 
braggart  of  all,  having  a  better  right  to 
be  confident. 

He  is  a  great  fellow. 


Sidney  Lanier 

*  1842-1881 


The  attitude  of  Sidney  Lanier  toward 
Whitman  was  as  mixed  as  that  of  Tho- 
reau.  In  his  own  more  consciously  musi- 
cal verse,  the  Southern  poet  lamented 
the  loss  of  grace  and  discrimination 
among  his  countrymen,  so  that  public 
remarks  which  the  aging  Whitman  was 
increasingly  fond  of  making  about  the 
Poetry  of  the  Future  seemed  particularly 
distasteful  to  him.  Though  he  spoke 
often  elsewhere  in  admiration  of  Whit- 
man, Lanier  seems  unable  to  have  re- 
sisted the  temptation  to  insert  the  fol- 
lowing rhetorical  flight  into  one  of  the 
lectures  on  the  English  novel  which  he 
delivered  in  1881  at  the  Johns  Hopkins 
University. 


Walt  Whitman:  The  Dandy- 
Upside-Down 

...  If  we  are  presented  with  a  poetry 
which  claims  to  be  democratic  because 
it — the  poetry — is  measurelessly  vicious, 
purposely  eructant,  striving  after  rug- 
gedness,  despising  grace,  like  the  de- 
mocracy described  by  Whitman;  then 
we  reply  that  as  a  matter  of  fact  there 


never  was  any  such  American  democracy 
and  that  the  poetry  which  represents  it 
has  no  constituency.  And  herein  seems 
a  most  abundant  solution  of  the  fact 
.  .  .  that  the  actually  existing  democ- 
racy have  never  accepted  Whitman's 
poetry.  But  here  we  are  met  with  the 
cry  of  strength  and  manliness.  Every- 
where throughout  Whitman's  poetry  the 
"rude  muscle,"  the  brawn,  the  physical 
bigness  of  the  American  prairie,  the 
sinew  of  the  Western  backwoodsman, 
are  apotheosized,  and  all  these,  as  Whit- 
man claims,  are  fitly  chanted  in  his 
"savage  song." 

Here,  then,  is  a  great  stalwart  man,  in 
perfect  health,  all  brawn  and  muscle,  set 
up  before  us  as  the  ideal  of  strength.  Let 
us  examine  this  strength  a  little.  For  one, 
I  declare  that  I  do  not  find  it  impressive. 
Yonder,  in  a  counting-room  of  Baltimore 
— alas,  in  how  many  counting-rooms! — 
a  young  man  with  weak  eyes  bends  over 
a  ledger,  and  painfully  casts  up  the  fig- 
ures day  by  day,  on  pitiful  wages,  to  sup- 
port his  mother,  or  send  his  younger 
brother  to  school,  or  some  such  matter. 
If  we  watch  this  young  man  when  he 
takes  down  his  hat,  lays  off  his  ink- 
splotched  office-coat,  and  starts  home  for 
dinner,  we  perceive  that  he  is  in  every 
respect  the  opposite  of  the  stalwart 
Whitman  ideal;  his  chest  is  not  huge,  his 
legs  are  inclined  to  be  pipe-stems,  and 
his  dress  is  like  that  of  any  other  book- 
keeper. Yet  the  weak-eyed,  pipe-stem- 
legged  young  man  impresses  me  as  more 
of  a  man,  more  of  a  democratic  man  than 
the  tallest  of  Whitman's  roughs;  to  the 
eye  of  my  spirit  there  is  more  strength 
in  this  young  man's  daily  endurance  of 
petty  care  and  small  weariness,  for  love, 
more  of  the  sort  of  stuff  which  makes  a 
real  democracy  and  a  sound  republic, 
than  in  an  army  of  Whitman's  unshaven 
loafers.  .  .  . 

In  the  name  of  all  really  manful  de- 
mocracy, in  the  name  of  the  true  strength 
that  only  can  make  our  republic  reputa- 


ble  among  the  nations,  let  us  repudiate 
the  strength  that  is  no  stronger  than  the 
human  biceps,  let  us  repudiate  the  man- 
fulness  that  averages  no  more  than  six 
feet  high.  My  democrat,  the  democrat 
whom  I  contemplate  with  pleasure,  the 
democrat  who  is  to  write  or  read  the 
poetry  of  the  future,  may  have  a  mere 
thread  for  his  biceps,  yet  he  shall  be 
strong  enough  to  handle  hell;  he  shall 
play  ball  with  the  earth;  and  albeit  his 
stature  may  be  no  more  than  a  boy's,  he 
shall  still  be  taller  than  great  redwoods 
of  California;  his  height  shall  be  the 
height  of  great  resolution  and  love  and 
faith  and  beauty  and  knowledge  and 
subtle  meditation;  his  head  shall  be  for- 
ever among  the  stars.  ...  (I  complain 
of  Whitman's  democracy  that  it  has  no 
provision  for  the  sick,  or  small,  or  puny, 
or  plain-featured,  or  hump-backed,  or 
any  deformed  people,  and  that  his  de- 
mocracy is  really  the  worst  kind  of  aris- 
tocracy, being  an  aristocracy  of  nature's 
favorites  in  the  matter  of  muscle.)  .  .  . 
And  lastly,  the  Poetry  of  the  Future 
holds  that  all  modern  poetry,  Tennyson 
particularly,  is  dainty  and  over-per- 
fumed, and  Whitman  speaks  of  it  with 
that  contempt  which  he  everywhere  af- 
fects for  the  dandy.  But  surely — I  do  not 
mean  this  disrespectfully — what  age  of 
time  has  ever  yielded  such  a  dandy  as 
the  founder  of  this  school,  Whitman 
himself?  The  simpering  beau  who  is  the 
product  of  the  tailor's  art  is  certainly  ab- 
surd enough;  but  what  difference  is 
there  between  that  and  the  other  dandy- 
upside-down  who  from  equal  motives  of 
affectation  throws  away  coat  and  vest, 
dons  a  slouch  hat,  opens  his  shirt  so  as 
to  expose  his  breast,  and  industriously 
circulates  his  portrait,  thus  taken,  in  his 
own  books?  And  this  dandyism — the 
dandyism  of  the  roustabout — I  find  in 
Whitman's  poetry  from  beginning  to  end. 
Everywhere  it  is  conscious  of  itself, 
everywhere  it  is  posing  to  see  if  it  can- 
not assume  a  naive  and  striking  attitude, 
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everywhere  it  is  screwing  up  its  eye,  not 
into  an  eyeglass  like  the  conventional 
dandy,  but  into  an  expression  supposed 
to  be  fearsomely  rough  and  barbaric  and 
frightful  to  the  terror-stricken  reader, 
and  it  is  almost  safe  to  say  that  one  half 
of  Whitman's  poetic  work  has  consisted 
of  a  detailed  description  of  the  song  he 
is  going  to  sing.  It  is  the  extreme  of 
sophistication  in  writing. 


Allen  Tate 

*  1899- 


A  poet  himself,  Allen  Tate  writes  best 
in  prose  when  his  subject  is  poetry. 
Prominent  among  the  Southern  literary 
group  known  as  the  Nashville  Fugitives, 
he  has  been  an  editor  of  the  hound  and 
horn  and  the  sewanee  review,  con- 
sultant in  poetry  at  the  Library  of  Con- 
gress, resident  fellow  in  writing  at 
Princeton  University,  senior  fellow  of  the 
Kenyon  School  of  Letters,  and  has  taught 
at  several  institutions,  most  recently  at 
the  University  of  Minnesota.  His  miscel- 
laneous writings  in  prose  have  been  gath- 
ered to  such  volumes  as  reactionary 

ESSAYS  ON  POETRY  AND  IDEAS  (1936),  ON 
THE  LIMITS  OF  POETRY  (1945),  THE  FOR- 
LORN demon   (1953),  and  the  man  of 

LETTERS  IN  THE  MODERN  WORLD    (1955). 

This  essay  on  Emily  Dickinson  appeared 

in  REACTIONARY  ESSAYS. 


Emily  Dickinson 

Great  poetry  needs  no  special  features  of 
difficulty  to  make  it  mysterious.  When  it 
has  them,  the  reputation  of  the  poet  is 
likely  to  remain  uncertain.  This  is  still 
true  of  Donne,  and  it  is  true  of  Emily 
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Dickinson,  whose  verse  appeared  in  an 
age  unfavorable  to  the  use  of  intelligence 
in  poetry.  Her  poetry  is  not  like  any 
other  poetry  of  her  time;  it  is  not  like 
any  of  the  innumerable  kinds  of  verse 
written  today.  In  still  another  respect  it 
is  far  removed  from  us.  It  is  a  poetry 
of  ideas,  and  it  demands  of  the  reader  a 
point  of  view — not  an  opinion  of  the 
New  Deal  or  of  the  League  of  Nations, 
but  an  ingrained  philosophy  that  is 
fundamental,  a  settled  attitude  that  is 
almost  extinct  in  this  eclectic  age.  Yet  it 
is  not  the  sort  of  poetry  of  ideas  which, 
like  Pope's,  requires  a  point  of  view  only. 
It  requires  also,  for  the  deepest  under- 
standing, which  must  go  beneath  the 
verbal  excitement  of  the  style,  a  highly 
developed  sense  of  the  specific  quality 
of  poetry — a  quality  that  most  persons 
accept  as  the  accidental  feature  of  some- 
thing else  that  the  poet  thinks  he  has  to 
say.  This  is  one  reason  why  Miss  Dick- 
inson's poetry  has  not  been  widely  read. 

There  is  another  reason,  and  it  is  a 
part  of  the  problem  peculiar  to  a  poetry 
that  comes  out  of  fundamental  ideas.  We 
lack  a  tradition  of  criticism.  There  were 
no  points  of  critical  reference  passed  on 
to  us  from  a  preceding  generation.  I  am 
not  upholding  here  the  so-called  dead 
hand  of  tradition,  but  rather  a  rational 
insight  into  the  meaning  of  the  present 
in  terms  of  some  imaginable  past  implicit 
in  our  own  lives:  we  need  a  body  of 
ideas  that  can  bear  upon  the  course  of 
the  spirit  and  yet  remain  coherent  as  a 
rational  instrument.  We  ignore  the  pres- 
ent, which  is  momentarily  translated  into 
the  past,  and  derive  our  standards  from 
imaginative  constructions  of  the  future. 
The  hard  contingency  of  fact  invariably 
breaks  these  standards  down,  leaving  us 
the  intellectual  chaos  which  is  the  sore 
distress  of  American  criticism.  Marxian 
criticism  has  become  the  latest  disguise 
of  this  heresy. 

Still  another  difficulty  stands  between 
us  and  Miss  Dickinson.  It  is  the  failure 


of  the  scholars  to  feel  more  than  bio- 
graphical curiosity  about  her.  We  have 
scholarship,  but  that  is  no  substitute  for 
a  critical  tradition.  Miss  Dickinson's 
value  to  the  research  scholar,  who  likes 
historical  difficulty  for  its  own  sake,  is 
slight;  she  is  too  near  to  possess  the  re- 
moteness of  literature.  Perhaps  her  ap- 
propriate setting  would  be  the  age  of 
Cowley  or  of  Donne.  Yet  in  her  own 
historical  setting  she  is,  nevertheless,  re- 
markable and  special. 

Although  the  intellectual  climate  into 
which  she  was  born,  in  1830,  had,  as  all 
times  have,  the  features  of  a  transition, 
the  period  was  also  a  major  crisis  culmi- 
nating in  the  war  between  the  States. 
After  that  war,  in  New  England  as  well 
as  in  the  South,  spiritual  crises  were 
definitely  minor  until  the  First  World 
War. 

Yet,  a  generation  before  the  war  of 
1861—65,  the  transformation  of  New 
England  had  begun.  When  Samuel 
Slater  in  1790  thwarted  the  British  em- 
bargo on  mill  machinery  by  committing 
to  memory  the  whole  design  of  a  cotton 
spinner  and  bringing  it  to  Massachusetts, 
he  planted  the  seed  of  the  "Western 
spirit."  By  1825  its  growth  in  the  East 
was  rank  enough  to  begin  choking  out 
the  ideas  and  habits  of  living  that  New 
England  along  with  Virginia  had  kept  in 
unconscious  allegiance  to  Europe.  To  the 
casual  observer,  perhaps,  the  New  Eng- 
land character  of  1830  was  largely  an 
eighteenth-century  character.  But  theoc- 
racy was  on  the  decline,  and  industrial- 
ism was  rising — as  Emerson,  in  an  un- 
usually lucid  moment,  put  it,  "Things 
are  in  the  saddle."  The  energy  that  had 
built  the  meeting-house  ran  the  factory. 

Now  the  idea  that  moved  the  the- 
ocratic state  is  the  most  interesting  his- 
torically of  all  American  ideas.  It  was, 
of  course,  powerful  in  seventeenth-cen- 
tury England,  but  in  America,  where  the 
long  arm  of  Laud  could  not  reach,  it  ac- 
quired an  unchecked  social  and  political 


influence.  The  important  thing  to  re- 
member about  the  puritan  theocracy  is 
that  it  permeated,  as  it  could  never  have 
done  in  England,  a  whole  society.  It 
gave  final,  definite  meaning  to  life,  the 
life  of  pious  and  impious,  of  learned  and 
vulgar  alike.  It  gave — and  this  is  its 
significance  for  Emily  Dickinson,  and  in 
only  slightly  lesser  degree  for  Melville 
and  Hawthorne — it  gave  an  heroic  pro- 
portion and  a  tragic  mode  to  the  experi- 
ence of  the  individual.  The  history  of  the 
New  England  theocracy,  from  Apostle 
Eliot  to  Cotton  Mather,  is  rich  in  gigantic 
intellects  that  broke  down — or  so  it  must 
appear  to  an  outsider — in  a  kind  of 
moral  decadence  and  depravity.  Socially 
we  may  not  like  the  New  England  idea. 
Yet  it  had  an  immense,  incalculable 
value  for  literature:  it  dramatized  the 
human  soul. 

But  by  1850  the  great  fortunes  had 
been  made  (in  the  rum,  slave,  and  mill- 
ing industries),  and  New  England  be- 
came a  museum.  The  whatnots  groaned 
under  the  load  of  knickknacks,  the  fine 
china  dogs  and  cats,  the  pieces  of  Orien- 
tal jade,  the  chips  off  the  leaning  tower 
of  Pisa.  There  were  the  rare  books  and 
the  cosmopolitan  learning.  It  was  all 
equally  displayed  as  the  evidence  of  a 
superior  culture.  The  Gilded  Age  had 
already  begun.  But  culture,  in  the  true 
sense,  was  disappearing.  Where  the  old 
order,  formidable  as  it  was,  had  held  all 
this  personal  experience,  this  eclectic  ex- 
citement, in  a  comprehensible  whole,  the 
new  order  tended  to  flatten  it  out  in  a 
common  experience  that  was  not  quite 
in  common;  it  exalted  more  and  more  the 
personal  and  the  unique  in  the  interior 
sense.  Where  the  old-fashioned  puritans 
got  together  on  a  rigid  doctrine,  and 
could  thus  be  individualists  in  manners, 
the  nineteenth-century  New  Englander, 
lacking  a  genuine  religious  center,  began 
to  be  a  social  conformist.  The  common 
idea  of  the  Redemption,  for  example, 
was  replaced  by  the  conformist  idea  of 
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respectability  among  neighbors  whose 
spiritual  disorder,  not  very  evident  at  the 
surface,  was  becoming  acute.  A  great 
idea  was  breaking  up,  and  society  was 
moving  towards  external  uniformity, 
which  is  usually  the  measure  of  the 
spiritual  sterility  inside. 

At  this  juncture  Emerson  came  upon 
the  scene:  the  Lucifer  of  Concord,  he 
had  better  be  called  hereafter,  for  he 
was  the  light-bearer  who  could  see  noth- 
ing but  light,  and  was  fearfully  blind.  He 
looked  around  and  saw  the  uniformity  of 
life,  and  called  it  the  routine  of  tradition, 
the  tyranny  of  the  theological  idea.  The 
death  of  Priam  put  an  end  to  the  hope  of 
Troy,  but  it  was  a  slight  feat  of  arms  for 
the  doughty  Pyrrhus;  Priam  was  an  old 
gentleman  and  almost  dead.  So  was 
theocracy;  and  Emerson  killed  it.  In  this 
way  he  accelerated  a  tendency  that  he 
disliked.  It  was  a  great  intellectual  mis- 
take. By  it  Emerson  unwittingly  became 
the  prophet  of  a  piratical  industrialism, 
a  consequence  of  his  own  transcendental 
individualism  that  he  could  not  foresee. 
He  was  hoist  with  his  own  petard. 

He  discredited  more  than  any  other 
man  the  puritan  drama  of  the  soul.  The 
age  that  followed,  from  1865  on,  expired 
in  a  genteel  secularism,  a  mildly  didactic 
order  of  feeling  whose  ornaments  were 
Lowell,  Longfellow,  and  Holmes.  "After 
Emerson  had  done  his  work,"  says  Mr. 
Robert  Penn  Warren,  "any  tragic  pos- 
sibilities in  that  culture  were  dissipated." 
Hawthorne  alone  in  his  time  kept  pure, 
in  the  primitive  terms,  the  primitive 
vision;  he  brings  the  puritan  tragedy  to 
its  climax.  Man,  measured  by  a  great 
idea  outside  himself,  is  found  wanting. 
But  for  Emerson  man  is  greater  than  any 
idea  and,  being  himself  the  Over-Soul,  is 
innately  perfect;  there  is  no  struggle  be- 
cause— I  state  the  Emersonian  doctrine, 
which  is  very  slippery,  in  its  extreme 
terms — because  there  is  no  possibility  of 
error.  There  is  no  drama  in  human  char- 
acter because  there  is  no  tragic  fault.  It 
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is  not  surprising,  then,  that  after  Emer- 
son New  England  literature  tastes  like  a 
sip  of  cambric  tea.  Its  center  of  vision 
has  disappeared.  There  is  Hawthorne 
looking  back,  there  is  Emerson  looking 
not  too  clearly  at  anything  ahead:  Emily 
Dickinson,  who  has  in  her  something  of 
both,  comes  in  somewhere  between. 

With  the  exception  of  Poe  there  is  no 
other  American  poet  whose  work  so 
steadily  emerges,  under  pressure  of  cer- 
tain disintegrating  obsessions,  from  the 
framework  of  moral  character.  There  is 
none  of  whom  it  is  truer  to  say  that  the 
poet  is  the  poetry.  Perhaps  this  explains 
the  zeal  of  her  admirers  for  her  biog- 
raphy; it  explains,  in  part  at  least,  the 
gratuitous  mystery  that  Mrs.  Bianchi,  a 
niece  of  the  poet  and  her  official  biogra- 
pher, has  made  of  her  life.  The  devoted 
controversy  that  Miss  Josephine  Pollitt 
and  Miss  Genevieve  Taggard  started  a 
few  years  ago  with  their  excellent  books 
shows  the  extent  to  which  the  critics  feel 
the  intimate  connection  of  her  life  and 
work.  Admiration  and  affection  are 
pleased  to  linger  over  the  tokens  of  a 
great  life;  but  the  solution  to  the  Dick- 
inson enigma  is  peculiarly  superior  to 
fact. 

The  meaning  of  the  identity — which 
we  merely  feel — of  character  and  poetry 
would  be  exceedingly  obscure,  even  if 
we  could  draw  up  a  kind  of  Binet  cor- 
relation between  the  two  sets  of  "facts." 
Miss  Dickinson  was  a  recluse;  but  her 
poetry  is  rich  with  a  profound  and  varied 
experience.  Where  did  she  get  it?  Now 
some  of  the  biographers,  nervous  in  the 
presence  of  this  discrepancy,  are  eager 
to  find  her  a  love  affair,  and  I  think  this 
search  is  due  to  a  modern  prejudice:  we 
believe  that  no  virgin  can  know  enough 
to  write  poetry.  We  shall  never  learn 
where  she  got  the  rich  quality  of  her 
mind.  The  moral  image  that  we  have  of 
Miss  Dickinson  stands  out  in  every 
poem;  it  is  that  of  a  dominating  spinster 
whose  very  sweetness  must  have  been 


formidable.  Yet  her  poetry  constantly 
moves  within  an  absolute  order  of  truths 
that  overwhelmed  her  simply  because  to 
her  they  were  unalterably  fixed.  It  is 
dangerous  to  assume  that  her  "life," 
which  to  the  biographers  means  the 
thwarted  love  affair  she  is  supposed  to 
have  had,  gave  to  her  poetry  a  decisive 
direction.  It  is  even  more  dangerous  to 
suppose  that  it  made  her  a  poet. 

Poets  are  mysterious,  but  a  poet,  when 
all  is  said,  is  not  much  more  mysterious 
than  a  banker.  The  critics  remain  spell- 
bound by  the  technical  license  of  her 
verse  and  by  the  puzzle  of  her  personal 
life.  Personality  is  a  legitimate  interest 
because  it  is  an  incurable  interest,  but 
legitimate  as  a  personal  interest  only;  it 
will  never  give  up  the  key  to  anyone's 
verse.  Used  to  that  end,  the  interest  is 
false.  "It  is  apparent,"  writes  Mr.  Conrad 
Aiken,  "that  Miss  Dickinson  became  a 
hermit  by  deliberate  and  conscious 
choice" — a  sensible  remark  that  we  can- 
not repeat  too  often.  If  it  were  necessary 
to  explain  her  seclusion  with  disappoint- 
ment in  love,  there  would  remain  the  dis- 
crepancy between  what  the  seclusion 
produced  and  the  seclusion  looked  at  as 
a  cause.  The  effect,  which  is  her  poetry, 
would  imply  the  whole  complex  of  an- 
terior fact,  which  was  the  social  and  re- 
ligious structure  of  New  England. 

The  problem  to  be  kept  in  mind  is 
thus  the  meaning  of  her  "deliberate  and 
conscious"  decision  to  withdraw  from 
life  to  her  upstairs  room.  This  simple 
fact  is  not  very  important.  But  that  it 
must  have  been  her  sole  way  of  acting 
out  her  part  in  the  history  of  her  culture, 
which  made,  with  the  variations  of  cir- 
cumstance, a  single  demand  upon  all  its 
representatives — this  is  of  the  greatest 
consequence.  All  pity  for  Miss  Dickin- 
son's "starved  life"  is  misdirected.  Her 
life  was  one  of  the  richest  and  deepest 
ever  lived  on  this  continent. 

When  she  went  upstairs  and  closed 
the  door,  she  mastered  life  by  rejecting 


it.  Others  in  their  way  had  done  it  be- 
fore; still  others  did  it  later.  If  we  suppose 
— which  is  to  suppose  the  improbable — 
that  the  love  affair  precipitated  the  se- 
clusion, it  was  only  a  pretext;  she  would 
have  found  another.  Mastery  of  the  world 
by  rejecting  the  world  was  the  doctrine, 
even  if  it  was  not  always  the  practice,  of 
Jonathan  Edwards  and  Cotton  Mather. 
It  is  the  meaning  of  fate  in  Hawthorne: 
his  people  are  fated  to  withdraw  from 
the  world  and  to  be  destroyed.  And  it  is 
one  of  the  great  themes  of  Henry  James. 

There  is  a  moral  emphasis  that  con- 
nects Hawthorne,  James,  and  Miss  Dick- 
inson, and  I  think  it  is  instructive. 
Between  Hawthorne  and  James  lies 
an  epoch.  The  temptation  to  sin,  in  Haw- 
thorne, is,  in  James,  transformed  into 
the  temptation  not  to  do  the  "decent 
thing."  A  whole  world-scheme,  a  com- 
plete cosmic  background,  has  shrunk  to 
the  dimensions  of  the  individual  con- 
science. This  epoch  between  Hawthorne 
and  James  lies  in  Emerson.  James  found 
himself  in  the  post-Emersonian  world, 
and  he  could  not,  without  violating  the 
detachment  proper  to  an  artist,  undo 
Emerson's  work;  he  had  that  kind  of 
intelligence  which  refuses  to  break  its 
head  against  history.  There  was  left  to 
him  only  the  value,  the  historic  role,  of 
rejection.  He  could  merely  escape  from 
the  physical  presence  of  that  world 
which,  for  convenience,  we  may  call 
Emerson's  world:  he  could  only  take  his 
Americans  to  Europe  upon  the  vain  quest 
of  something  that  they  had  lost  at  home. 
His  characters,  fleeing  the  wreckage  of 
the  puritan  culture,  preserved  only  their 
honor.  Honor  became  a  sort  of  forlorn 
hope  struggling  against  the  forces  of 
"pure  fact"  that  had  got  loose  in  the 
middle  of  the  century.  Honor  alone  is  a 
poor  weapon  against  nature,  being  too 
personal,  finical,  and  proud,  and  James 
achieved  a  victory  by  refusing  to  engage 
the  whole  force  of  the  enemy. 

In  Emily  Dickinson  the  conflict  takes 
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place  on  a  vaster  field.  The  enemy  to  all 
those  New  Englanders  was  Nature,  and 
Miss  Dickinson  saw  into  the  character  of 
this  enemy  more  deeply  than  any  of  the 
others.  The  general  symbol  of  Nature, 
for  her,  is  Death,  and  her  weapon  against 
Death  is  the  entire  powerful  dumb-show 
of  the  puritan  theology  led  by  Redemp- 
tion and  Immortality.  Morally  speaking, 
the  problem  for  James  and  Miss  Dickin- 
son is  similar.  But  her  advantages  were 
greater  than  his.  The  advantages  lay  in 
the  availability  to  her  of  the  puritan 
ideas  on  the  theological  plane. 

These  ideas,  in  her  poetry,  are  mo- 
mently assailed  by  the  disintegrating 
force  of  Nature  (appearing  as  Death) 
which,  while  constantly  breaking  them 
down,  constantly  redefines  and  strength- 
ens them.  The  values  are  purified  by  the 
triumphant  withdrawal  from  Nature,  by 
their  power  to  recover  from  Nature.  The 
poet  attains  to  a  mastery  over  experience 
by  facing  its  utmost  implications.  There 
is  the  clash  of  powerful  opposites,  and 
in  all  great  poetry — for  Emily  Dickinson 
is  a  great  poet — it  issues  in  a  tension  be- 
tween abstraction  and  sensation  in  which 
the  two  elements  may  be,  of  course,  dis- 
tinguished logically,  but  not  really.  We 
are  shown  our  roots  in  Nature  by  ex- 
amining our  differences  with  Nature;  we 
are  renewed  by  Nature  without  being 
delivered  into  her  hands.  When  it  is 
possible  for  a  poet  to  do  this  for  us  with 
the  greatest  imaginative  comprehension, 
a  possibility  that  the  poet  cannot  himself 
create,  we  have  the  perfect  literary  situa- 
tion. Only  a  few  times  in  the  history  of 
English  poetry  has  this  situation  come 
about:  notably,  the  period  between 
about  1580  and  the  Restoration.  There 
was  a  similar  age  in  New  England  from 
which  emerged  two  talents  of  the  first 
order — Hawthorne  and  Emily  Dickinson. 

There  is  an  epoch  between  James  and 
Miss  Dickinson.  But  between  her  and 
Hawthorne  there  exists  a  difference  of 
intellectual    quality.    She    lacks    almost 
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radically  the  power  to  seize  upon  and 
understand  abstractions  for  their  own 
sake;  she  does  not  separate  them  from 
the  sensuous  illuminations  that  she  is  so 
marvelously  adept  at;  like  Donne,  she 
perceives  abstraction  and  thinks  sensa- 
tion. But  Hawthorne  was  a  master  of 
ideas,  within  a  limited  range;  this  nar- 
rowness confined  him  to  his  own  kind  of 
life,  his  own  society,  and  out  of  it  grew 
his  typical  forms  of  experience,  his 
steady,  almost  obsessed  vision  of  man;  it 
explains  his  depth  and  intensity.  Yet  he 
is  always  conscious  of  the  abstract,  doc- 
trinal aspect  of  his  mind,  and  when  his 
vision  of  action  and  emotion  is  weak,  his 
work  becomes  didactic.  Now  Miss 
Dickinson's  poetry  often  runs  into  quasi- 
homiletic  forms,  but  it  is  never  didactic. 
Her  very  ignorance,  her  lack  of  formal 
intellectual  training,  preserved  her  from 
the  risk  that  imperiled  Hawthorne.  She 
cannot  reason  at  all.  She  can  only  see. 
It  is  impossible  to  imagine  what  she 
might  have  done  with  drama  or  fiction; 
for,  not  approaching  the  puritan  temper 
and  through  it  the  puritan  myth,  through 
human  action,  she  is  able  to  grasp  the 
terms  of  the  myth  directly  and  by  a  feat 
that  amounts  almost  to  anthropomorph- 
ism, to  give  them  a  luminous  tension,  a 
kind  of  drama,  among  themselves. 

One  of  the  perfect  poems  in  English  is 
"The  Chariot,"  and  it  illustrates  better 
than  anything  else  she  wrote  the  special 
quality  of  her  mind.  I  think  it  will  il- 
luminate the  tendency  of  this  discussion: 

Because  I  could  not  stop  for  death, 
He  kindly  stopped  for  me; 
The  carriage  held  but  just  ourselves 
And  immortality. 

We  slowly  drove,  he  knew  no  haste, 
And  I  had  put  away 
My  labor,  and  my  leisure  too, 
For  his  civility. 

We  passed  the  school  where  children  played, 
Their  lessons  scarcely  done; 
We  passed  the  fields  of  gazing  grain, 
We  passed  the  setting  sun. 


We  paused  before  a  house  that  seemed 
A  swelling  of  the  ground; 
The  roof  was  scarcely  visible, 
The  cornice  but  a  mound. 

Since  then  'tis  centuries;  but  each 
Feels  shorter  than  the  day 
I  first  surmised  the  horses'  heads 
Were  toward  eternity. 

If  the  word  "great"  means  anything  in 
poetry,  this  poem  is  one  of  the  greatest 
in  the  English  language.  The  rhythm 
charges  with  movement  the  pattern  of 
suspended  action  back  of  the  poem. 
Every  image  is  precise  and,  moreover, 
not  merely  beautiful,  but  fused  with  the 
central  idea.  Every  image  extends  and 
intensifies  every  other.  The  third  stanza 
especially  shows  Miss  Dickinson's  power 
to  fuse,  into  a  single  order  of  preception, 
a  heterogeneous  series:  the  children,  the 
grain,  and  the  setting  sun  (time)  have 
the  same  degree  of  credibility;  the  first 
subtly  preparing  for  the  last.  The  sharp 
gazing  before  grain  instills  into  nature 
a  cold  vitality  of  which  the  qualitative 
richness  has  infinite  depth.  The  content 
of  death  in  the  poem  eludes  explicit 
definition.  He  is  a  gentleman  taking  a 
lady  out  for  a  drive.  But  note  the  re- 
straint that  keeps  the  poet  from  carrying 
this  so  far  that  it  becomes  ludicrous  and 
incredible;  and  note  the  subtly  interfused 
erotic  motive,  which  the  idea  of  death 
has  presented  to  most  romantic  poets, 
love  being  a  symbol  interchangeable  with 
death.  The  terror  of  death  is  objectified 
through  this  figure  of  the  genteel  driver, 
who  is  made  ironically  to  serve  the  end 
of  Immortality.  This  is  the  heart  of  the 
poem:  she  has  presented  a  typical  Chris- 
tian theme  in  its  final  irresolution,  with- 
out making  any  final  statements  about 
it.  There  is  no  solution  to  the  problem; 
there  can  be  only  a  presentation  of  it  in 
the  full  context  of  intellect  and  feeling. 
A  construction  of  the  human  will, 
elaborated  with  all  the  abstracting  powers 
of  the  mind,  is  put  to  the  concrete  test 
of  experience:  the  idea  of  immortality  is 


confronted  with  the  fact  of  physical 
disintegration.  We  are  not  told  what 
to  think;  we  are  told  to  look  at  the  situa- 
tion. 

The  framework  of  the  poem  is,  in  fact, 
the  two  abstractions,  mortality  and 
eternity,  which  are  made  to  associate 
in  equality  with  the  images:  she  sees  the 
ideas,  and  thinks  the  perceptions.  She 
did,  of  course,  nothing  of  the  sort;  but 
we  must  use  the  logical  distinctions, 
even  to  the  extent  of  paradox,  if  we  are 
to  form  any  notion  of  this  rare  quality  of 
mind.  She  could  not  in  the  proper  sense 
think  at  all,  and  unless  we  prefer  the 
feeble  poetry  of  moral  ideas  that  flour- 
ished in  New  England  in  the  eighties, 
we  must  conclude  that  her  intellectual 
deficiency  contributed  at  least  negatively 
to  her  great  distinction.  Miss  Dickinson 
is  probably  the  only  Anglo-American 
poet  of  her  century  whose  work  exhibits 
the  perfect  literary  situation — in  which  is 
possible  the  fusion  of  sensibility  and 
thought.  Unlike  her  contemporaries, 
she  never  succumbed  to  her  ideas,  to 
easy  solutions,  to  her  private  desires. 

Philosophers  must  deal  with  ideas, 
but  the  trouble  with  most  nineteenth- 
century  poets  is  too  much  philosophy; 
they  are  nearer  to  being  philosophers 
than  poets,  without  being  in  the  true 
sense  either.  Tennyson  is  a  good  example 
of  this;  so  is  Arnold  in  his  weak  mo- 
ments. There  have  been  poets  like  Milton 
and  Donne,  who  were  not  spoiled  for 
their  true  business  by  leaning  on  a  ra- 
tional system  of  ideas,  who  understood 
the  poetic  use  of  ideas.  Tennyson  tried 
to  mix  a  little  Huxley  and  a  little  Broad 
Church,  without  understanding  either 
Broad  Church  or  Huxley;  the  result  was 
fatal,  and  what  is  worse,  it  was  shallow. 
Miss  Dickinson's  ideas  were  deeply  im- 
bedded in  her  character,  not  taken  from 
the  latest  tract.  A  conscious  cultivation 
of  ideas  in  poetry  is  always  dangerous, 
and  even  Milton  escaped  ruin  only  by 
having  an  instinct  for  what  in  the  deepest 
sense  he  understood.  Even  at  that  there 
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is  a  remote  quality  in  Milton's  approach 
to  his  material,  in  his  treatment  of  it;  in 
the  nineteenth  century,  in  an  imperfect 
literary  situation  where  literature  was 
confused  with  documentation,  he  might 
have  been  a  pseudo-philosopher-poet.  It 
is  difficult  to  conceive  Emily  Dickinson 
and  John  Donne  succumbing  to  rumina- 
tion about  "problems";  they  would  not 
have  written   at  all. 

Neither  the  feeling  nor  the  style  of 
Miss  Dickinson  belongs  to  the  seven- 
teenth century;  yet  between  her  and 
Donne  there  are  remarkable  ties.  Their 
religious  ideas,  their  abstractions,  are 
momently  toppling  from  the  rational 
plane  to  the  level  of  perception.  The 
ideas,  in  fact,  are  no  longer  the  imper- 
sonal religious  symbols  created  anew  in 
the  heat  of  emotion,  that  we  find  in  poets 
like  Herbert  and  Vaughan.  They  have 
become,  for  Donne,  the  terms  of  person- 
ality; they  are  mingled  with  the  miscel- 
lany of  sensation.  In  Miss  Dickinson,  as 
in  Donne,  we  may  detect  a  singularly 
morbid  concern,  not  for  religious  truth, 
but  for  personal  revelation.  The  modern 
word  is  self-exploitation.  It  is  egoism 
grown  irresponsible  in  religion  and  de- 
cadent in  morals.  In  religion  it  is  blas- 
phemy; in  society  it  means  usually  that 
culture  is  not  self-contained  and  suf- 
ficient, that  the  spiritual  community  is 
breaking  up.  This  is,  along  with  some 
other  features  that  do  not  concern  us 
here,  the  perfect  literary  situation. 


Personal  revelation  of  the  kind  that 
Donne  and  Miss  Dickinson  strove  for, 
in  the  effort  to  understand  their  relation 
to  the  world,  is  a  feature  of  all  great 
poetry;  it  is  probably  the  hidden  motive 
for  writing.  It  is  the  effort  of  the  in- 
dividual to  live  apart  from  a  cultural  tra- 
dition that  no  longer  sustains  him.  But 
this  culture,  which  I  now  wish  to  dis- 
cuss a  little,  is  indispensable:  there  is  a 
great  deal  of  shallow  nonsense  in  modern 
criticism  which  holds  that  poetry — and 
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this  is  a  half-truth  that  is  worse  than 
false — is  essentially  revolutionary.  It  is 
only  indirectly  revolutionary:  the  intel- 
lectual and  religious  background  of  an 
age  no  longer  contains  the  whole  spirit, 
and  the  poet  proceeds  to  examine  that 
background  in  terms  of  immediate  ex- 
perience. But  the  background  is  neces- 
sary; otherwise  all  the  arts  (not  only 
poetry)  would  have  to  rise  in  a  vacuum. 
Poetry  does  not  dispense  with  tradition; 
it  probes  the  deficiencies  of  a  tradition. 
But  it  must  have  a  tradition  to  probe. 
It  is  too  bad  that  Arnold  did  not  explain 
his  doctrine,  that  poetry  is  a  criticism  of 
life,  from  the  viewpoint  of  its  back- 
ground: we  should  have  been  spared  an 
era  of  academic  misconception,  in  which 
criticism  of  life  meant  a  diluted  prag- 
matism, the  criterion  of  which  was  re- 
spectability. The  poet  in  the  true  sense 
"criticizes"  his  tradition,  either  as  such, 
or  indirectly  by  comparing  it  with  some- 
thing that  is  about  to  replace  it;  he 
does  what  the  root-meaning  of  the  verb 
implies — he  discerns  its  real  elements 
and  thus  establishes  its  value,  by  putting 
it  to  the  test  of  experience. 

What  is  the  nature  of  a  poet's  culture? 
Or,  to  put  the  question  properly,  what  is 
the  meaning  of  culture  for  poetry?  All 
the  great  poets  become  the  material  of 
what  we  popularly  call  culture;  we  study 
them  to  acquire  it.  It  is  clear  that  Ad- 
dison was  more  cultivated  than  Shake- 
speare; nevertheless  Shakespeare  is  a 
finer  source  of  culture  than  Addison. 
What  is  the  meaning  of  this?  Plainly  it 
is  that  learning  has  never  had  anything 
to  do  with  culture  except  instrumentally: 
the  poet  must  be  exactly  literate  enough 
to  write  down  fully  and  precisely  what 
he  has  to  say,  but  no  more.  The  source 
of  a  poet's  true  culture  lies  back  of  the 
paraphernalia  of  culture,  and  not  all  the 
historical  activity  of  an  enlightened 
age  can  create  it. 

A  culture  cannot  be  consciously 
created.  It  is  an  available  source  of  ideas 


that  are  imbedded  in  a  complete  and 
homogeneous  society.  The  poet  finds 
himself  balanced  upon  the  moment 
when  such  a  world  is  about  to  fall,  when 
it  threatens  to  run  out  into  looser  and  less 
self-sufficient  impulses.  This  world  order 
is  assimilated,  in  Miss  Dickinson,  as 
medievalism  was  in  Shakespeare,  to  the 
poetic  vision;  it  is  brought  down  from 
abstraction  to  personal  sensibility. 

In  this  connection  it  may  be  said  that 
the  prior  conditions  for  great  poetry, 
given  a  great  talent,  may  be  reduced  to 
two:  the  thoroughness  of  the  poet's 
discipline  in  an  objective  system  of 
truth,  and  his  lack  of  consciousness  of 
such  a  discipline.  For  this  discipline  is 
a  number  of  fundamental  ideas  the  origin 
of  which  the  poet  does  not  know;  they 
give  form  and  stability  to  his  fresh  per- 
ceptions of  the  world;  and  he  cannot 
shake  them  off.  This  is  his  culture,  and, 
like  Tennyson's  God,  it  is  nearer  than 
hands  and  feet.  With  reasonable  cer- 
tainty we  unearth  the  elements  of  Shake- 
speare's culture,  and  yet  it  is  equally 
certain — so  innocent  was  he  of  his  own 
resources — that  he  would  not  know  what 
our  discussion  is  about.  He  appeared 
at  the  collapse  of  the  medieval  system  as 
a  rigid  pattern  of  life,  but  that  pattern 
remained  in  Shakespeare  what  Shelley 
called  a  "fixed  point  of  reference"  for 
his  sensibility.  Miss  Dickinson,  as  we  have 
seen,  was  born  into  the  equilibrium  of 
an  old  and  a  new  order.  Puritanism 
could  not  be  to  her  what  it  had  been  to 
the  generation  of  Cotton  Mather — a 
body  of  absolute  truths;  it  was  an  un- 
conscious discipline  timed  to  the  pulse  of 
her  life. 

The  perfect  literary  situation:  it  pro- 
duces, because  it  is  rare,  a  special  and 
perhaps  the  most  distinguished  kind  of 
poet.  I  am  not  trying  to  invent  a  new 
critical  category.  Such  poets  are  never 
very  much  alike  on  the  surface;  they 
show  us  all  the  varieties  of  poetic  feeling; 
and,  like  other  poets,  they  resist  all  clas- 


sification  but  that  of  temporary  con- 
venience. But,  I  believe,  Miss  Dickinson 
and  John  Donne  would  have  this  in  com- 
mon: their  sense  of  the  natural  world  is 
not  blunted  by  a  too-rigid  system  of 
ideas;  yet  the  ideas,  the  abstractions,  their 
education  or  their  intellectual  heritage, 
are  not  so  weak  as  to  let  their  immersion 
in  nature,  or  their  purely  personal  qual- 
ity, get  out  of  control.  The  two  poles  of 
the  mind  are  not  separately  visible;  we 
infer  them  from  the  lucid  tension  that 
may  be  most  readily  illustrated  by  polar 
activity.  There  is  no  thought  as  such  at 
all;  nor  is  there  feeling;  there  is  that 
unique  focus  of  experience  which  is  at 
once  neither  and  both. 

Like  Miss  Dickinson,  Shakespeare  is 
without  opinions;  his  peculiar  merit  is 
also  deeply  involved  in  his  failure  to 
think  about  anything;  his  meaning  is  not 
in  the  content  of  his  expression;  it  is 
in  the  tension  of  the  dramatic  relations 
of  his  characters.  This  kind  of  poetry  is 
at  the  opposite  of  intellectualism.  (Miss 
Dickinson  is  obscure  and  difficult,  but 
that  is  not  intellectualism.)  To  T.  W. 
Higginson,  the  editor  of  The  Atlantic 
Monthly,  who  tried  to  advise  her,  she 
wrote  that  she  had  no  education.  In  any 
sense  that  Higginson  could  understand, 
it  was  quite  true.  His  kind  of  education 
was  the  conscious  cultivation  of  abstrac- 
tions. She  did  not  reason  about  the  world 
she  saw;  she  merely  saw  it.  The  "ideas" 
implicit  in  the  world  within  her  rose 
up,  concentrated  in  her  immediate  per- 
ception. 

That  kind  of  world  at  present  has  for 
us  something  of  the  fascination  of  a 
buried  city.  There  is  none  like  it.  When 
such  worlds  exist,  when  such  cultures 
flourish,  they  support  not  only  the  poet 
but  all  members  of  society.  For,  from 
these,  the  poet  differs  only  in  his  gift 
for  exhibiting  the  structure,  the  internal 
lineaments,  of  his  culture  by  threatening 
to  tear  them  apart:  a  process  that  con- 
centrates  the  symbolic  emotions   of  so- 
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ciety  while  it  seems  to  attack  them.  The 
poet  may  hate  his  age;  he  may  be  an 
outcast  like  Villon;  but  this  world  is  al- 
ways there  as  the  background  to  what  he 
has  to  say.  It  is  the  lens  through  which 
he  brings  nature  to  focus  and  control — 
the  clarifying  medium  that  concentrates 
his  personal  feeling.  It  is  ready-made;  he 
cannot  make  it;  with  it,  his  poetry  has  a 
spontaneity  and  a  certainty  of  direction 
that,  without  it,  it  would  lack.  No  poet 
could  have  invented  the  ideas  of  "The 
Chariot";  only  a  great  poet  could  have 
found  their  imaginative  equivalents.  Miss 
Dickinson  was  a  deep  mind  writing  from 
a  deep  culture,  and  when  she  came  to 
poetry,  she  came  infallibly. 

Infallibly,  at  her  best;  for  no  poet  has 
ever  been  perfect,  nor  is  Emily  Dickin- 
son. Her  precision  of  statement  is  due  to 
the  directness  with  which  the  abstract 
framework  of  her  thought  acts  upon  its 
unorganized  material.  The  two  elements 
of  her  style,  considered  as  point  of  view, 
are  immortality,  or  the  idea  of  perma- 
nence and  the  physical  process  of  death 
or  decay.  Her  diction  has  two  correspond- 
ing features:  words  of  Latin  or  Greek 
origin  and,  sharply  opposed  to  these, 
the  concrete  Saxon  element.  It  is  this 
verbal  conflict  that  gives  her  verse  its 
high  tension;  it  is  not  a  device  deliber- 
ately seized  upon,  but  a  feeling  for  lan- 
guage that  senses  out  the  two  fundamen- 
tal components  of  English  and  their 
metaphysical  relation:  the  Latin  for  ideas 
and  the  Saxon  for  perceptions — the  pe- 
culiar virtue  of  English  as  a  poetic  lan- 
guage. 

Like  most  poets  Miss  Dickinson  often 
writes  out  of  habit;  the  style  that 
emerged  from  some  deep  exploration  of 
an  idea  she  carried  on  as  verbal  habit 
when  she  has  nothing  to  say.  She  in- 
dulges  herself: 

There's  something  quieter  than  sleep 
Within  this  inner  room! 
It  wears  a  sprig  upon  its  breast, 
And  will  not  tell  its  name. 
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Some  touch  it  and  some  kiss  it, 
Some  chafe  its  idle  hand; 
It  has  a  simple  gravity 
I  do  not  understand! 

While  simple  hearted  neighbors 
Chat  of  the  "early  dead," 
We,  prone  to  periphrasis, 
Remark  that  birds  have  fled! 

It  is  only  a  pert  remark;  at  best  a  su- 
perior kind  of  punning — one  of  the  worst 
specimens  of  her  occasional  interest  in 
herself.  But  she  never  had  the  slightest 
interest  in  the  public.  Were  four  poems 
or  five  published  in  her  lifetime?  She 
never  felt  the  temptation  to  round  off 
a  poem  for  public  exhibition.  Higginson's 
kindly  offer  to  make  her  verse  "correct" 
was  an  invitation  to  throw  her  work  into 
the  public  ring — the  ring  of  Lowell  and 
Longfellow.  He  could  not  see  that  he 
was  tampering  with  one  of  the  rarest 
literary  integrities  of  all  time.  Here  was 
a  poet  who  had  no  use  for  the  supports 
of  authorship — flattery  and  fame;  she 
never  needed  money. 

She  had  all  the  elements  of  a  culture 
that  has  broken  up,  a  culture  that  on  the 
religious  side  takes  its  place  in  the  mu- 
seum of  spiritual  antiquities.  Puritanism, 
as  a  unified  version  of  the  world,  is  dead; 
only  a  remnant  of  it  in  trade  may  be  said 
to  survive.  In  the  history  of  puritanism 
she  comes  between  Hawthorne  and 
Emerson.  She  has  Hawthorne's  matter, 
which  a  too  irresponsible  personality 
tends  to  dilute  into  a  form  like  Emer- 
son's; she  is  often  betrayed  by  words. 
But  she  is  not  the  poet  of  personal  sen- 
timent; she  has  more  to  say  than  she  can 
put  down  in  any  one  poem.  Like  Hardy 
and  Whitman,  she  must  be  read  entire; 
like  Shakespeare,  she  never  gives  up 
her  meaning  in  a  single  line. 

She  is  therefore  a  perfect  subject  for 
the  kind  of  criticism  which  is  chiefly 
concerned  with  general  ideas.  She  ex- 
hibits one  of  the  permanent  relations  be- 
tween personality  and  objective  truth, 
and  she  deserves  the  special  attention  of 


our  time,  which  lacks  that  kind  of  truth. 
She  has  Hawthorne's  intellectual 
toughness,  a  hard,  definite  sense  of  the 
physical  world.  The  highest  flights  to 
God,  the  most  extravagant  metaphors 
of  the  strange  and  the  remote,  come 
back  to  a  point  of  casuistry,  to  a  moral 
dilemma  of  the  experienced  world.  There 
is,  in  spite  of  the  homiletic  vein  of  ut- 
terance, no  abstract  speculation,  nor  is 
there  a  message  to  society;  she  speaks 
wholly  to  the  individual  experience. 
She  offers  to  the  unimaginative  no  riot 
of  vicarious  sensation;  she  has  no  useful 
maxims  for  men  of  action.  Up  to  this 
point  her  resemblance  to  Emerson  is 
slight:  poetry  is  a  sufficient  form  of 
utterance,  and  her  devotion  to  it  is 
pure.  But  in  Emily  Dickinson  the  puritan 
world  is  no  longer  self-contained;  it  is 
no  longer  complete;  her  sensibility  ex- 
ceeds its  dimensions.  She  has  trimmed 
down  its  supernatural  proportions;  it 
has  become  a  morality;  instead  of  the 
tragedy  of  the  spirit  there  is  a  commen- 
tary upon  it.  Her  poetry  is  a  magnificent 
personal  confession,  blasphemous  and, 
in  its  self-revelation,  its  honesty,  almost 
obscene.  It  comes  out  of  an  intellectual 
life  towards  which  it  feels  no  moral 
responsibility.  Cotton  Mather  would 
have  burnt  her  for  a  witch. 


Henry  David  Thoreau 
*  1817-1862 


The  lifelong  quest  of  Henry  David 
Thoreau  was  to  discover  a  method  of 
weaving  words  into  a  net  delicate  enough 
to  catch  and  strong  enough  to  hold  all 
meaning.  The  enterprise  was  beyond  his 
or  any  mans  capacity,  but  in  pursuing 
it  he  did  learn  to  use  language  as  few 
Americans  had  done  before.  His  continu- 
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ing  advice  to  other  men  and  to  himself 
was  to  wake  up,  to  keep  eyes  open  and 
senses  alert  for  discovery  of  whatever  life 
had  to  offer:  his  achievement,  it  has  been 
said,  is  that  he  slept  only  at  night  in 
bed.  walden,  published  in  1854,  is  not 
so  much  a  plea  to  strip  life  bare  by 
throwing  off  inessentials  as  it  is  an 
argument  for  filling  life  full  with  im- 
portant occupation.  "Where  I  Lived,  and 
What  I  Lived  For,"  the  second  chapter 
of  that  book,  like  most  of  Thoreau's 
writing,  says  something  more  than  fust 
what  its  title  seems  to  indicate. 


Where  I  Lived,  and  What  I 
Lived  For 

At  a  certain  season  of  our  life  we  are 
accustomed  to  consider  every  spot  as  the 
possible  site  of  a  house.  I  have  thus 
surveyed  the  country  on  every  side  within 
a  dozen  miles  of  where  I  live.  In  imagina- 
tion I  have  bought  all  the  farms  in  suc- 
cession, for  all  were  to  be  bought  and  I 
knew  their  price.  I  walked  over  each 
farmer's  premises,  tasted  his  wild  apples, 
discoursed  on  husbandry  with  him,  took 
his  farm  at  his  price,  at  any  price, 
mortgaging  it  to  him  in  my  mind;  even 
put  a  higher  price  on  it — took  every- 
thing but  a  deed  of  it — took  his  word  for 
his  deed,  for  I  dearly  love  to  talk — cul- 
tivated it,  and  him  too  to  some  extent, 
I  trust,  and  withdrew  when  I  had  en- 
joyed it  long  enough,  leaving  him  to 
carry  it  on.  This  experience  entitled  me 
to  be  regarded  as  a  sort  of  real-estate 
broker  by  my  friends.  Wherever  I  sat, 
there  I  might  live,  and  the  landscape 
radiated  from  me  accordingly.  What  is  a 
house  but  a  sedes,  a  seat? — better  if  a 
country  seat.  I  discovered  many  a  site  for 
a  house  not  likely  to  be  soon  improved, 
which  some  might  have  thought  too  far 
from  the  village  but  to  my  eyes  the  vil- 


lage was  too  far  from  it.  Well,  there  I 
might  live,  I  said;  and  there  I  did  live, 
for  an  hour,  a  summer  and  a  winter  life; 
saw  how  I  could  let  the  years  run  off, 
buffet  the  winter  through,  and  see  the 
spring  come  in.  The  future  inhabitants  of 
this  region,  wherever  they  may  place 
their  houses,  may  be  sure  that  they  have 
been  anticipated.  An  afternoon  sufficed 
to  lay  out  the  land  into  orchard,  wood 
lot,  and  pasture,  and  to  decide  what  fine 
oaks  or  pines  should  be  left  to  stand  be- 
fore the  door,  and  whence  each  blasted 
tree  could  be  seen  to  the  best  advantage; 
and  then  I  let  it  lie,  fallow  perchance, 
for  a  man  is  rich  in  proportion  to  the 
number  of  things  which  he  can  afford  to 
let   alone. 

My  imagination  carried  me  so  far  that 
I  even  had  the  refusal  of  several  farms — 
the  refusal  was  all  I  wanted — but  I 
never  got  my  fingers  burned  by  actual 
possession.  The  nearest  that  I  came  to 
actual  possession  was  when  I  bought  the 
Hollowell  place,  and  had  begun  to 
sort  my  seeds,  and  collected  materials 
with  which  to  make  a  wheelbarrow  to 
carry  it  on  or  off  with;  but  before  the 
owner  gave  me  a  deed  of  it,  his  wife — 
every  man  has  such  a  wife — changed 
her  mind  and  wished  to  keep  it,  and  he 
offered  me  ten  dollars  to  release  him. 
Now,  to  speak  the  truth,  I  had  but  ten 
cents  in  the  world  and  it  surpassed  my 
arithmetic  to  tell  if  I  was  that  man  who 
had  ten  cents,  or  who  had  a  farm,  or  ten 
dollars,  or  all  together.  However,  I  let 
him  keep  the  ten  dollars  and  the  farm 
too,  for  I  had  carried  it  far  enough;  or 
rather,  to  be  generous,  I  sold  him  the 
farm  for  just  what  I  gave  for  it,  and 
as  he  was  not  a  rich  man,  made  him  a 
present  of  ten  dollars,  and  still  had  my 
ten  cents,  and  seeds,  and  materials  for  a 
wheelbarrow  left.  I  found  thus  that  I 
had  been  a  rich  man  without  any 
damage  to  my  poverty.  But  I  retained 
the  landscape,  and  I  have  since  annually 
carried    off   what   it   yielded   without   a 
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wheelbarrow.    With    respect    to    land- 
scapes— 

I  am  monarch  of  all  I  survey, 

My  right  there  is  none  to  dispute. 

I  have  frequently  seen  a  poet  with- 
draw, having  enjoyed  the  most  valuable 
part  of  a  farm,  while  the  crusty  farmer 
supposed  that  he  had  got  a  few  wild 
apples  only.  Why,  the  owner  does  not 
know  it  for  many  years  when  a  poet  has 
put  his  farm  in  rime,  the  most  admirable 
kind  of  invisible  fence,  has  fairly  im- 
pounded it,  milked  it,  skimmed  it,  and 
got  all  the  cream,  and  left  the  farmer 
only  the  skimmed  milk. 

The  real  attractions  of  the  Hollowell 
farm  to  me  were:  its  complete  retire- 
ment, being  about  two  miles  from  the 
village,  half  a  mile  from  the  nearest 
neighbor,  and  separated  from  the  high- 
way by  a  broad  field;  its  bounding  on  the 
river,  which  the  owner  said  protected 
it  by  its  fogs  from  frosts  in  the  spring, 
though  that  was  nothing  to  me;  the  gray 
color  and  ruinous  state  of  the  house 
and  barn;  and  the  dilapidated  fences, 
which  put  such  an  interval  between  me 
and  the  last  occupant;  the  hollow  and 
lichen-covered  apple  trees,  gnawed  by 
rabbits,  showing  what  kind  of  neighbors 
I  should  have;  but  above  all,  the  recol- 
lection I  had  of  it  from  my  earliest  voy- 
ages up  the  river  when  the  house  was 
concealed  behind  a  dense  grove  of  red 
maples  through  which  I  heard  the  house 
dog  bark.  I  was  in  haste  to  buy  it  before 
the  proprietor  finished  getting  out  some 
rocks,  cutting  down  the  hollow  apple 
trees,  and  grubbing  up  some  young 
birches  which  had  sprung  up  in  the  pas- 
ture, or  in  short,  had  made  any  more  of 
his  improvements.  To  enjoy  these  advan- 
tages I  was  ready  to  carry  it  on;  like 
Atlas,  to  take  the  world  on  my  shoulders 
— I  never  heard  what  compensation  he 
received  for  that — and  do  all  those  things 
which  had  no  other  motive  or  excuse  but 
that  I  might  pay  for  it  and  be  unmolested 


in  my  possession  of  it;  for  I  knew  all  the 
while  that  it  would  yield  the  most 
abundant  crop  of  the  kind  I  wanted  if 
I  could  only  afford  to  let  it  alone.  But 
it  turned  out  as  I  have  said. 

All  that  I  could  say,  then,  with  respect 
to  farming  on  a  large  scale — I  have  al- 
ways cultivated  a  garden — was  that  I 
had  had  my  seeds  ready.  Many  think 
that  seeds  improve  with  age.  I  have  no 
doubt  that  time  discriminates  between 
the  good  and  the  bad;  and  when  at  last 
I  shall  plant,  I  shall  be  less  likely  to  be 
disappointed.  But  I  would  say  to  my 
fellows  once  for  all,  as  long  as  possible 
live  free  and  uncommitted.  It  makes 
but  little  difference  whether  you  are 
committed  to  a  farm  or  the  county  jail. 

Old  Cato,  whose  "De  Re  Rustica '  is 
my  "Cultivator,"  says — and  the  only 
translation  I  have  seen  makes  sheer  non- 
sense of  the  passage — "When  you  think 
of  getting  a  farm  turn  it  thus  in  your 
mind,  not  to  buy  greedily;  nor  spare  your 
pains  to  look  at  it,  and  do  not  think  it 
enough  to  go  round  it  once.  The  oftener 
you  go  there  the  more  it  will  please  you, 
if  it  is  good."  I  think  I  shall  not  buy 
greedily,  but  go  round  and  round  it  as 
long  as  I  live  and  be  buried  in  it  first, 
that  it  may  please  me  the  more  at  last. 

The  present  was  my  next  experiment 
of  this  kind,  which  I  purpose  to  describe 
more  at  length,  for  convenience  putting 
the  experience  of  two  years  into  one.  As 
I  have  said,  I  do  not  propose  to  write 
an  ode  to  dejection,  but  to  brag  as  lustily 
as  chanticleer  in  the  morning  standing 
on  his  roost,  if  only  to  wake  my  neigh- 
bors up. 

When  first  I  took  up  my  abode  in 
the  woods,  that  is,  began  to  spend  my 
nights  as  well  as  days  there,  which  by 
accident  was  on  Independence  Day,  or 
the  Fourth  of  July,  1845,  my  house  was 
not  finished  for  winter  but  was  merely 
a  defense  against  the  rain,  without  plas- 
tering  or  chimney,   the  walls  being   of 
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rough,  weather-stained  boards,  with  wide 
chinks,  which  made  it  cool  at  night.  The 
upright  white  hewn  studs  and  freshly 
planed  door  and  window  casings  gave  it 
a  clean  and  airy  look,  especially  in  the 
morning  when  its  timbers  were  saturated 
with  dew,  so  that  I  fancied  that  by 
noon  some  sweet  gum  would  exude  from 
them.  To  my  imagination  it  retained 
throughout  the  day  more  or  less  of  this 
auroral  character,  reminding  me  of 
a  certain  house  on  a  mountain  which  I 
had  visited  a  year  before.  This  was  an 
airy  and  unplastered  cabin  fit  to  enter- 
tain a  traveling  god,  and  where  a  god- 
dess might  trail  her  garments.  The  winds 
which  passed  over  my  dwelling  were 
such  as  sweep  over  the  ridges  of  moun- 
tains, bearing  the  broken  strains,  or 
celestial  parts  only,  of  terrestrial  music. 
The  morning  wind  forever  blows,  the 
poem  of  creation  is  uninterrupted;  but 
few  are  the  ears  that  hear  it.  Olympus  is 
but  the  outside  of  the  earth  everywhere. 
The  only  house  I  had  been  the  owner 
of  before,  if  I  except  a  boat,  was  a  tent 
which  I  used  occasionally  when  making 
excursions  in  the  summer,  and  this  is 
still  rolled  up  in  my  garret;  but  the  boat, 
after  passing  from  hand  to  hand,  has 
gone  down  the  stream  of  time.  With  this 
more  substantial  shelter  about  me,  I  had 
made  some  progress  toward  settling  in 
the  world.  This  frame,  so  slightly  clad, 
was  a  sort  of  crystallization  around  me 
and  reacted  on  the  builder.  It  was  sug- 
gestive somewhat  as  a  picture  in  out- 
lines. I  did  not  need  to  go  outdoors  to 
take  the  air,  for  the  atmosphere  within 
had  lost  none  of  its  freshness.  It  was  not 
so  much  within  doors  as  behind  a  door 
where  I  sat  even  in  the  rainiest  weather. 
The  Harivansa  says,  "An  abode  without 
birds  is  like  a  meat  without  seasoning." 
Such  was  not  my  abode,  for  I  found  my- 
self suddenly  neighbor  to  the  birds;  not 
by  having  imprisoned  one  but  having 
caged  myself  near  them.  I  was  not  only 
nearer  to  some  of  those  which  commonly 


frequent  the  garden  and  the  orchard  but 
to  those  wilder  and  more  thrilling  song- 
sters of  the  forest  which  never,  or  rarely, 
serenade  a  villager — the  wood  thrush, 
the  veery,  the  scarlet  tanager,  the  field 
sparrow,  the  whippoorwill,  and  many 
others. 

I  was  seated  by  the  shore  of  a  small 
pond  about  a  mile  and  a  half  south  of 
the  village  of  Concord  and  somewhat 
higher  than  it,  in  the  midst  of  an  ex- 
tensive wood  between  that  town  and 
Lincoln  and  about  two  miles  south  of 
that  our  only  field  known  to  fame,  Con- 
cord Battle  Ground;  but  I  was  so  low 
in  the  woods  that  the  opposite  shore  half 
a  mile  off,  like  the  rest,  covered  with 
wood,  was  my  most  distant  horizon.  For 
the  first  week,  whenever  I  looked  out 
on  the  pond  it  impressed  me  like  a  tarn 
high  up  on  the  side  of  a  mountain,  its 
bottom  far  above  the  surface  of  other 
lakes,  and  as  the  sun  arose,  I  saw  it 
throwing  off  its  nightly  clothing  of  mist, 
and  here  and  there,  by  degrees,  its  soft 
ripples  or  its  smooth  reflecting  surface 
was  revealed,  while  the  mists,  like 
ghosts,  were  stealthily  withdrawing  in 
every  direction  into  the  woods,  as  at  the 
breaking  up  of  some  nocturnal  con- 
venticle. The  very  dew  seemed  to  hang 
upon  the  trees  later  into  the  day  than 
usual,  as  on  the  sides  of  mountains. 

This  small  lake  was  of  most  value  as  a 
neighbor  in  the  intervals  of  a  gentle  rain- 
storm in  August,  when  both  air  and 
water  being  perfectly  still  but  the  sky 
overcast,  midafternoon  had  all  the  seren- 
ity of  evening,  and  the  wood  thrush  sang 
around  and  was  heard  from  shore  to 
shore.  A  lake  like  this  is  never  smoother 
than  at  such  a  time;  and  the  clear  por- 
tion of  the  air  above  it  being  shallow  and 
darkened  by  clouds,  the  water  full  of 
light  and  reflections  becomes  a  lower 
heaven  itself  so  much  the  more  im- 
portant. From  a  hilltop  near  by,  where 
the  wood  had  been  recently  cut  off,  there 
was   a   pleasing  vista   southward   across 
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the  pond  through  a  wide  indentation  in 
the  hills  which  form  the  shore  there, 
where  their  opposite  sides  sloping  to- 
ward each  other  suggested  a  stream 
flowing  out  in  that  direction  through  a 
wooded  valley,  but  stream  there  was 
none.  That  way  I  looked  between  and 
over  the  near  green  hills  to  some  distant 
and  higher  ones  in  the  horizon  tinged 
with  blue.  Indeed,  by  standing  on  tiptoe 
I  could  catch  a  glimpse  of  some  of  the 
peaks  of  the  still  bluer  and  more  distant 
mountain  ranges  in  the  northwest,  those 
true-blue  coins  from  heaven's  own  mint, 
and  also  of  some  portion  of  the  village. 
But  in  other  directions,  even  from  this 
point,  I  could  not  see  over  or  beyond  the 
woods  which  surrounded  me.  It  is  well 
to  have  some  water  in  your  neighbor- 
hood, to  give  buoyancy  to  and  float  the 
earth.  One  value  even  of  the  smallest 
well  is  that  when  you  look  into  it  you 
see  that  earth  is  not  continent  but  in- 
sular. This  is  as  important  as  that  it 
keeps  butter  cool.  When  I  looked  across 
the  pond  from  this  peak  toward  the  Sud- 
bury meadows,  which  in  time  of  flood  I 
distinguished  elevated  perhaps  by  a  mi- 
rage in  their  seething  valley  like  a  coin 
in  a  basin,  all  the  earth  beyond  the  pond 
appeared  like  a  thin  crust  insulated  and 
floated  even  by  this  small  sheet  of  inter- 
vening water,  and  I  was  reminded  that 
this  on  which  I  dwelt  was  but  dry  land. 

Though  the  view  from  my  door  was 
still  more  contracted,  I  did  not  feel 
crowded  or  confined  in  the  least.  There 
was  pasture  enough  for  my  imagination. 
The  low  shrub  oak  plateau  to  which  the 
opposite  shore  arose  stretched  away  to- 
ward the  prairies  of  the  West  and  the 
steppes  of  Tartary  affording  ample  room 
for  all  the  roving  families  of  men.  "There 
are  none  happy  in  the  world  but  beings 
who  enjoy  freely  a  vast  horizon,"  said 
Damodara,  when  his  herds  required  new 
and  larger  pastures. 

Both  place  and  time  were  changed, 
and  I  dwelt  nearer  to  those  parts  of  the 


universe  and  to  those  eras  in  history 
which  had  most  attracted  me.  Where  I 
lived  was  as  far  off  as  many  a  region 
viewed  nightly  by  astronomers.  We  are 
wont  to  imagine  rarer  and  delectable 
places  in  some  remote  and  more  celestial 
corner  of  the  system,  behind  the  constel- 
lation of  Cassiopeia's  Chair,  far  from 
noise  and  disturbance.  I  discovered  that 
my  house  actually  had  its  site  in  such  a 
withdrawn  but  forever  new  and  unpro- 
faned  part  of  the  universe.  If  it  were 
worth  the  while  to  settle  in  those  parts 
near  to  the  Pleiades  or  the  Hyades,  to 
Aldebaran  or  Altair,  then  I  was  really 
there,  or  at  an  equal  remoteness  from 
the  life  which  I  had  left  behind, 
dwindled  and  twinkling  with  as  fine  a 
ray  to  my  nearest  neighbor  and  to  be 
seen  only  in  moonless  nights  by  him. 
Such  was  that  part  of  creation  where  I 
had  squatted — 

There  was  a  shepherd  that  did  live, 
And  held  his  thoughts  as  high 

As  were  the  mounts  whereon  his  flocks 
Did  hourly  feed  him  by. 

What  should  we  think  of  the  shepherd's 
life  if  his  flocks  always  wandered  to 
higher  pastures  than  his  thoughts? 

Every  morning  was  a  cheerful  invita- 
tion to  make  my  life  of  equal  simplicity, 
and  I  may  say  innocence,  with  Nature 
herself.  I  have  been  as  sincere  a  wor- 
shipper of  Aurora  as  the  Greeks.  I  got  up 
early  and  bathed  in  the  pond;  that  was 
a  religious  exercise,  and  one  of  the  best 
things  which  I  did.  They  say  that  char- 
acters were  engraven  on  the  bathing  tub 
of  King  Tching-thang  to  this  effect:  "Re- 
new thyself  completely  each  day;  do  it 
again,  and  again,  and  forever  again."  I 
can  understand  that.  Morning  brings 
back  the  heroic  ages.  I  was  as  much  af- 
fected by  the  faint  hum  of  a  mosquito 
making  its  invisible  and  unimaginable 
tour  through  my  apartment  at  earliest 
dawn,  when  I  was  sitting  with  door  and 
windows   open,   as   I   could  be  by   any 
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trumpet  that  ever  sang  of  fame.  It  was 
Homer's  requiem;  itself  an  Iliad  and 
Odyssey  in  the  air,  singing  its  own  wrath 
and  wanderings.  There  was  something 
cosmical  about  it;  a  standing  advertise- 
ment, till  forbidden,  of  the  everlasting 
vigor  and  fertility  of  the  world.  The 
morning,  which  is  the  most  memorable 
season  of  the  day,  is  the  awakening  hour. 
Then  there  is  least  somnolence  in  us;  and 
for  an  hour,  at  least,  some  part  of  us 
awakes  which  slumbers  all  the  rest  of  the 
day  and  night.  Little  is  to  be  expected 
of  that  day,  if  it  can  be  called  a  day,  to 
which  we  are  not  awakened  by  our 
Genius  but  by  the  mechanical  nudgings 
of  some  servitor,  are  not  awakened  by 
our  own  newly  acquired  force  and  as- 
pirations from  within,  accompanied  by 
the  undulations  of  celestial  music  instead 
of  factory  bells,  and  a  fragrance  filling 
the  air — to  a  higher  life  than  we  fell 
asleep  from;  and  thus  the  darkness  bear 
its  fruit,  and  prove  itself  to  be  good,  no 
less  than  the  light.  That  man  who  does 
not  believe  that  each  day  contains  an 
earlier,  more  sacred,  and  auroral  hour 
than  he  has  yet  profaned,  has  despaired 
of  life  and  is  pursuing  a  descending  and 
darkening  way.  After  a  partial  cessation 
of  his  sensuous  life,  the  soul  of  man,  or 
its  organs  rather,  are  reinvigorated  each 
day,  and  his  Genius  tries  again  what 
noble  life  it  can  make.  All  memorable 
events,  I  should  say,  transpire  in  morn- 
ing time  and  in  a  morning  atmosphere. 
The  Vedas  say,  "All  intelligences  awake 
with  the  morning."  Poetry  and  art,  and 
the  fairest  and  most  memorable  of  the 
actions  of  men,  date  from  such  an  hour. 
All  poets  and  heroes,  like  Memnon,  are 
the  children  of  Aurora,  and  emit  their 
music  at  sunrise.  To  him  whose  elastic 
and  vigorous  thought  keeps  pace  with 
the  sun,  the  day  is  a  perpetual  morning. 
It  matters  not  what  the  clocks  say  or 
the  attitudes  and  labors  of  men.  Morn- 
ing is  when  I  am  awake  and  there  is  a 
dawn  in  me.  Moral  reform  is  the  effort  to 


throw  off  sleep.  Why  is  it  that  men  give 
so  poor  an  account  of  their  day  if  they 
have  not  been  slumbering?  They  are  not 
such  poor  calculators.  If  they  had  not 
been  overcome  with  drowsiness,  they 
would  have  performed  something.  The 
millions  are  awake  enough  for  physical 
labor;  but  only  one  in  a  million  is  awake 
enough  for  effective  intellectual  exer- 
tion, only  one  in  a  hundred  millions  to  a 
poetic  or  divine  life.  To  be  awake  is  to 
be  alive.  I  have  never  yet  met  a  man 
who  was  quite  awake.  How  could  I  have 
looked  him  in  the  face? 

We  must  learn  to  reawaken  and  keep 
ourselves  awake,  not  by  mechanical  aids 
but  by  an  infinite  expectation  of  the 
dawn,  which  does  not  forsake  us  in  our 
soundest  sleep.  I  know  of  no  more  en- 
couraging fact  than  the  unquestionable 
ability  of  man  to  elevate  his  life  by  a  con- 
scious endeavor.  It  is  something  to  be 
able  to  paint  a  particular  picture,  or  to 
carve  a  statue,  and  so  to  make  a  few  ob- 
jects beautiful;  but  it  is  far  more  glorious 
to  carve  and  paint  the  very  atmosphere 
and  medium  through  which  we  look, 
which  morally  we  can  do.  To  affect  the 
quality  of  the  day,  that  is  the  highest  of 
arts.  Every  man  is  tasked  to  make  his 
life,  even  in  its  details,  worthy  of  the 
contemplation  of  his  most  elevated  and 
critical  hour.  If  we  refused,  or  rather 
used  up,  such  paltry  information  as  we 
get,  the  oracles  would  distinctly  inform 
us  how  this  might  be  done. 

I  went  to  the  woods  because  I  wished 
to  live  deliberately,  to  front  only  the  es- 
sential facts  of  life  and  see  if  I  could  not 
learn  what  it  had  to  teach,  and  not,  when 
I  came  to  die,  discover  that  I  had  not 
lived.  I  did  not  wish  to  live  what  was 
not  life,  living  is  so  dear;  nor  did  I  wish 
to  practise  resignation,  unless  it  was 
quite  necessary.  I  wanted  to  live  deep 
and  suck  out  all  the  marrow  of  life,  to 
live  so  sturdily  and  Spartan-like  as  to  put 
to  rout  all  that  was  not  life,  to  cut  a 
broad  swath  and  shave  close,  to  drive  life 
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into  a  corner,  and  reduce  it  to  its  lowest 
terms,  and  if  it  proved  to  be  mean,  why 
then  to  get  the  whole  and  genuine  mean- 
ness of  it  and  publish  its  meanness  to  the 
world;  or  if  it  were  sublime,  to  know  it 
by  experience  and  be  able  to  give  a  true 
account  of  it  in  my  next  excursion.  For 
most  men,  it  appears  to  me,  are  in  a 
strange  uncertainty  about  it,  whether  it 
is  of  the  devil  or  of  God,  and  have  some- 
what hastily  concluded  that  it  is  the 
chief  end  of  man  here  to  "glorify  God 
and  enjoy  him  forever." 

Still  we  live  meanly,  like  ants;  though 
the  fable  tells  us  that  we  were  long  ago 
changed  into  men;  like  pygmies  we  fight 
with  cranes;  it  is  error  upon  error,  and 
clout  upon  clout,  and  our  best  virtue  has 
for  its  occasion  a  superfluous  and  evita- 
ble  wretchedness.  Our  life  is  frittered 
away  by  detail.  An  honest  man  has 
hardly  need  to  count  more  than  his  ten 
fingers,  or  in  extreme  cases  he  may  add 
his  ten  toes,  and  lump  the  rest.  Sim- 
plicity, simplicity,  simplicity!  I  say,  let 
your  affairs  be  as  two  or  three,  and  not 
a  hundred  or  a  thousand;  instead  of  a 
million  count  half  a  dozen,  and  keep 
your  accounts  on  your  thumbnail.  In  the 
midst  of  this  chopping  sea  of  civilized 
life,  such  are  the  clouds  and  storms  and 
quicksands  and  thousand-and-one  items 
to  be  allowed  for,  that  a  man  has  to  live, 
if  he  would  not  founder  and  go  to  the 
bottom  and  not  make  his  port  at  all,  by 
dead  reckoning,  and  he  must  be  a  great 
calculator  indeed  who  succeeds.  Sim- 
plify, simplify.  Instead  of  three  meals  a 
day,  if  it  be  necessary  eat  but  one;  in- 
stead of  a  hundred  dishes,  five;  and  re- 
duce other  things  in  proportion.  Our 
life  is  like  a  German  Confederacy,  made 
up  of  petty  states,  with  its  boundary 
forever  fluctuating  so  that  even  a  Ger- 
man cannot  tell  you  how  it  is  bounded  at 
any  moment.  The  nation  itself,  with  all 
its  so-called  internal  improvements, 
which,  by  the  way,  are  all  external  and 
superficial,  is  just  such  an  unwieldy  and 


overgrown  establishment,  cluttered  with 
furniture  and  tripped  up  by  its  own 
traps,  ruined  by  luxury  and  heedless  ex- 
pense by  want  of  calculation  and  a 
worthy  aim,  as  the  million  households  in 
the  land;  and  the  only  cure  for  it,  as  for 
them,  is  in  a  rigid  economy,  a  stern  and 
more  than  Spartan  simplicity  of  life  and 
elevation  of  purpose.  It  lives  too  fast. 
Men  think  that  it  is  essential  that  the 
Nation  have  commerce,  and  export  ice, 
and  talk  through  a  telegraph,  and  ride 
thirty  miles  an  hour,  without  a  doubt, 
whether  they  do  or  not;  but  whether  we 
should  live  like  baboons  or  like  men  is  a 
little  uncertain.  If  we  do  not  get  out 
sleepers,  and  forge  rails,  and  devote  days 
and  nights  to  the  work,  but  go  to  tinker- 
ing upon  our  lives  to  improve  them,  who 
will  build  railroads?  And  if  railroads  are 
not  built,  how  shall  we  get  to  heaven  in 
season?  But  if  we  stay  at  home  and  mind 
our  business,  who  will  want  railroads? 
We  do  not  ride  on  the  railroad;  it  rides 
upon  us.  Did  you  ever  think  what  those 
sleepers  are  that  underlie  the  railroad? 
Each  one  is  a  man,  an  Irishman,  or  a 
Yankee  man.  The  rails  are  laid  on  them 
and  they  are  covered  with  sand,  and  the 
cars  run  smoothly  over  them.  They  are 
sound  sleepers,  I  assure  you.  And  every 
few  years  a  new  lot  is  laid  down  and  run 
over;  so  that  if  some  have  the  pleasure 
of  riding  on  a  rail,  others  have  the  mis- 
fortune to  be  ridden  upon.  And  when 
they  run  over  a  man  that  is  walking  in 
his  sleep,  a  supernumerary  sleeper  in  the 
wrong  position,  and  wake  him  up,  they 
suddenly  stop  the  cars  and  make  a  hue 
and  cry  about  it  as  if  this  were  an  ex- 
ception. I  am  glad  to  know  that  it  takes 
a  gang  of  men  for  every  five  miles  to 
keep  the  sleepers  down  and  level  in  their 
beds  as  it  is,  for  this  is  a  sign  that  they 
may  sometime  get  up  again. 

Why  should  we  live  with  such  hurry 
and  waste  of  life?  We  are  determined  to 
be  starved  before  we  are  hungry.  Men 
say  that  a  stitch  in  time  saves  nine,  and 
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so  they  take  a  thousand  stitches  today 
to  save  nine  tomorrow.  As  for  work,  we 
haven't  any  of  any  consequence.  We 
have  the  Saint  Vitus'  dance,  and  cannot 
possibly  keep  our  heads  still.  If  I  should 
only  give  a  few  pulls  at  the  parish  bell 
rope,  as  for  a  fire,  that  is,  without  setting 
the  bell,  there  is  hardly  a  man  on  his 
farm  in  the  outskirts  of  Concord,  not- 
withstanding that  press  of  engagements 
which  was  his  excuse  so  many  times  this 
morning,  nor  a  boy,  nor  a  woman,  I 
might  almost  say,  but  would  forsake  all 
and  follow  that  sound,  not  mainly  to  save 
property  from  the  flames,  but  if  we  will 
confess  the  truth,  much  more  to  see  it 
burn,  since  burn  it  must,  and  we,  be  it 
known,  did  not  set  it  on  fire — or  to  see 
it  put  out  and  have  a  hand  in  it,  if  that 
is  done  as  handsomely;  yes,  even  if  it 
were  the  parish  church  itself.  Hardly  a 
man  takes  a  half-hour's  nap  after  dinner, 
but  when  he  wakes  he  holds  up  his  head 
and  asks,  "What's  the  news?"  as  if  the 
rest  of  mankind  had  stood  his  sentinels. 
Some  give  directions  to  be  waked  every 
half-hour,  doubtless  for  no  other  pur- 
pose; and  then,  to  pay  for  it,  they  tell 
what  they  have  dreamed.  After  a  night's 
sleep  the  news  is  as  indispensable  as  the 
breakfast.  "Pray  tell  me  anything  new 
that  has  happened  to  a  man  anywhere  on 
this  globe" — and  he  reads  it  over  his 
coffee  and  rolls  that  a  man  has  had  his 
eyes  gouged  out  this  morning  on  the 
Wachito  River;  never  dreaming  the 
while  that  he  lives  in  the  dark  un- 
fathomed  mammoth  cave  of  this  world, 
and  has  but  the  rudiment  of  an  eye  him- 
self. 

For  my  part,  I  could  easily  do  with- 
out the  post  office.  I  think  that  there  are 
very  few  important  communications 
made  through  it.  To  speak  critically,  I 
never  received  more  than  one  or  two  let- 
ters in  my  life — I  wrote  this  some  years 
ago — that  were  worth  the  postage.  The 
penny  post  is,  commonly,  an  institution 
through  which  you  seriously  offer  a  man 


that  penny  for  his  thoughts  which  is  so 
often  safely  offered  in  jest.  And  I  am 
sure  that  I  never  read  any  memorable 
news  in  a  newspaper.  If  we  read  of  one 
man  robbed,  or  murdered,  or  killed  by 
accident,  or  one  house  burned,  or  one 
vessel  wrecked,  or  one  steamboat  blow 
up,  or  one  cow  run  over  on  the  Western 
Railroad,  or  one  mad  dog  killed,  or  one 
lot  of  grasshoppers  in  the  winter — we 
never  need  read  of  another.  One  is 
enough.  If  you  are  acquainted  with  the 
principle,  what  do  you  care  for  a  myriad 
instances  and  applications?  To  a  philoso- 
pher all  news,  as  it  is  called,  is  gossip 
and  they  who  edit  and  read  it  are  old 
women  over  their  tea.  Yet  not  a  few  are 
greedy  after  this  gossip.  There  was  such 
a  rush,  as  I  hear,  the  other  day  at  one 
of  the  offices  to  learn  the  foreign  news 
by  the  last  arrival,  that  several  large 
squares  of  plate  glass  belonging  to  the 
establishment  were  broken  by  the  pres- 
sure— news  which  I  seriously  think  a 
ready  wit  might  write  a  twelvemonth,  or 
twelve  years,  beforehand  with  sufficient 
accuracy.  As  for  Spain,  for  instance,  if 
you  know  how  to  throw  in  Don  Carlos 
and  the  Infanta,  and  Don  Pedro  and  Se- 
ville and  Granada,  from  time  to  time 
in  the  right  proportions — they  may  have 
changed  the  names  a  little  since  I  saw 
the  papers — and  serve  up  a  bull-fight 
when  other  entertainments  fail,  it  will 
be  true  to  the  letter  and  give  us  as  good 
an  idea  of  the  exact  state  or  ruin  of 
things  in  Spain  as  the  most  succinct  and 
lucid  reports  under  this  head  in  the 
newspapers:  and  as  for  England,  almost 
the  last  significant  scrap  of  news  from 
that  quarter  was  the  revolution  of  1649; 
and  if  you  have  learned  the  history  of 
her  crops  for  an  average  year,  you  never 
need  attend  to  that  thing  again  unless 
your  speculations  are  of  a  merely  pecu- 
niary character.  If  one  may  judge  who 
rarely  looks  into  the  newspapers,  nothing 
new  does  ever  happen  in  foreign  parts, 
a  French  revolution  not  excepted. 
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What  news!  how  much  more  impor- 
tant to  know  what  that  is  which  was 
never  old!  "Kieou-he-yu  (great  dignitary 
of  the  state  of  Wei)  sent  a  man  to 
Khoung-tseu  to  know  his  news.  Khoung- 
tseu  caused  the  messenger  to  be  seated 
near  him,  and  questioned  him  in  these 
terms:  What  is  your  master  doing?  The 
messenger  answered  with  respect:  My 
master  desires  to  diminish  the  number 
of  his  faults,  but  he  cannot  come  to  the 
end  of  them.  The  messenger  being  gone, 
the  philosopher  remarked:  What  a 
worthy  messenger!  What  a  worthy  mes- 
senger!" The  preacher,  instead  of  vexing 
the  ears  of  drowsy  farmers  on  their  day 
of  rest  at  the  end  of  the  week — for  Sun- 
day is  the  fit  conclusion  of  an  ill-spent 
week,  and  not  the  fresh  and  brave  begin- 
ning of  a  new  one — with  this  one  other 
draggletail  of  a  sermon,  should  shout 
with  thundering  voice,  "Pause!  Avast! 
Why  so  seeming  fast,  but  deadly  slow?" 

Shams  and  delusions  are  esteemed  for 
soundest  truths,  while  reality  is  fabulous. 
If  men  would  steadily  observe  realities 
only  and  not  allow  themselves  to  be  de- 
luded, life,  to  compare  it  with  such 
things  as  we  know,  would  be  like  a  fairy 
tale  and  the  Arabian  Nights'  Entertain- 
ments. If  we  respected  only  what  is  in- 
evitable and  has  a  right  to  be,  music  and 
poetry  would  resound  along  the  streets. 
When  we  are  unhurried  and  wise,  we 
perceive  that  only  great  and  worthy 
things  have  any  permanent  and  absolute 
existence,  that  petty  fears  and  petty 
pleasures  are  but  the  shadow  of  the 
reality.  This  is  always  exhilarating  and 
sublime.  By  closing  the  eyes  and  slum- 
bering, and  consenting  to  be  deceived  by 
shows,  men  establish  and  confirm  their 
daily  life  of  routine  and  habit  every- 
where, which  still  is  built  on  purely  il- 
lusory foundations.  Children,  who  play 
life,  discern  its  true  law  and  relations 
more  clearly  than  men,  who  fail  to  live 
it  worthily,  but  who  think  that  they  are 
wiser  by  experience,  that  is,  by  failure. 


I  have  read  in  a  Hindu  book,  that  "there 
was  a  king's  son,  who,  being  expelled  in 
infancy  from  his  native  city,  was  brought 
up  by  a  forester,  and,  growing  up  to  ma- 
turity in  that  state,  imagined  himself  to 
belong  to  the  barbarous  race  with  which 
he  lived.  One  of  his  father's  ministers 
having  discovered  him,  revealed  to  him 
what  he  was,  and  the  misconception  of 
his  character  was  removed,  and  he  knew 
himself  to  be  a  prince.  So  soul,"  con- 
tinues the  Hindu  philosopher,  "from  the 
circumstances  in  which  it  is  placed,  mis- 
takes its  own  character,  until  the  truth 
is  revealed  to  it  by  some  holy  teacher, 
and  then  it  knows  itself  to  be  Brahme." 
I  perceive  that  we  inhabitants  of  New 
England  live  this  mean  life  that  we  do 
because  our  vision  does  not  penetrate 
the  surface  of  things.  We  think  that  that 
is  which  appears  to  be.  If  a  man  should 
walk  through  this  town  and  see  only  the 
reality,  where,  think  you,  would  the 
"Mill-dam"  go  to?  If  he  should  give  us 
an  account  of  the  realities  he  beheld 
there,  we  should  not  recognize  the  place 
in  his  description.  Look  at  a  meeting- 
house, or  a  courthouse,  or  a  jail,  or  a 
shop,  or  a  dwelling  house,  and  say  what 
that  thing  really  is  before  a  true  gaze, 
and  they  would  all  go  to  pieces  in  your 
account  of  them.  Men  esteem  truth  re- 
mote, in  the  outskirts  of  the  system,  be- 
hind the  farthest  star,  before  Adam  and 
after  the  last  man.  In  eternity  there  is 
indeed  something  true  and  sublime.  But 
all  these  times  and  places  and  occasions 
are  now  and  here.  God  himself  culmi- 
nates in  the  present  moment,  and  will 
never  be  more  divine  in  the  lapse  of  all 
the  ages.  And  we  are  enabled  to  ap- 
prehend at  all  what  is  sublime  and  noble 
only  by  the  perpetual  instilling  and 
drenching  of  the  reality  that  surrounds 
us.  The  universe  constantly  and  obe- 
diently answers  to  our  conceptions; 
whether  we  travel  fast  or  slow,  the  track 
is  laid  for  us.  Let  us  spend  our  lives  in 
conceiving  then.  The  poet  or  the  artist 
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never  yet  had  so  fair  and  noble  a  design 
but  some  of  his  posterity  at  least  could 
accomplish  it. 

Let  us  spend  one  day  as  deliberately 
as  Nature,  and  not  be  thrown  off  the 
track  by  every  nutshell  and  mosquito's 
wing  that  falls  on  the  rails.  Let  us  rise 
early  and  fast,  or  break  fast,  gently  and 
without  perturbation;  let  company  come 
and  let  company  go,  let  the  bells  ring 
and  the  children  cry — determined  to 
make  a  day  of  it.  Why  should  we  knock 
under  and  go  with  the  stream?  Let  us 
not  be  upset  and  overwhelmed  in  that 
terrible  rapid  and  whirlpool  called  a  din- 
ner, situated  in  the  meridian  shallows. 
Weather  this  danger  and  you  are  safe, 
for  the  rest  of  the  way  is  down  hill.  With 
unrelaxed  nerves,  with  morning  vigor, 
sail  by  it,  looking  another  way,  tied  to 
the  mast  like  Ulysses.  If  the  engine 
whistles,  let  it  whistle  till  it  is  hoarse  for 
its  pains.  If  the  bell  rings,  why  should 
we  run?  We  will  consider  what  kind  of 
music  they  are  like.  Let  us  settle  our- 
selves, and  work  and  wedge  our  feet 
downward  through  the  mud  and  slush  of 
opinion,  and  prejudice,  and  tradition, 
and  delusion,  and  appearance,  that  al- 
luvion which  covers  the  globe,  through 
Paris  and  London,  through  New  York 
and  Boston  and  Concord,  through  church 
and  state,  through  poetry  and  philosophy 
and  religion,  till  we  come  to  a  hard  bot- 
tom and  rocks  in  place,  which  we  can 
call  reality,  and  say,  This  is,  and  no  mis- 
take; and  then  begin,  having  a  point 
d'appui,  below  freshet  and  frost  and  fire, 
a  place  where  you  might  found  a  wall  or 
a  state,  or  set  a  lamp  post  safely,  or  per- 
haps a  gauge,  not  a  Nilometer,  but  a 
Realometer,  that  future  ages  might  know 
how  deep  a  freshet  of  shams  and  appear- 
ances had  gathered  from  time  to  time. 
If  you  stand  right  fronting  and  face  to 
face  to  a  fact,  you  will  see  the  sun 
glimmer  on  both  its  surfaces,  as  if  it  were 
a  cimeter,  and  feel  its  sweet  edge  divid- 
ing you  through  the  heart  and  marrow, 


and  so  you  will  happily  conclude  your 
mortal  career.  Be  it  life  or  death,  we 
crave  only  reality.  If  we  are  really  dying, 
let  us  hear  the  rattle  in  our  throats  and 
feel  cold  in  the  extremities;  if  we  are 
alive,  let  us  go  about  our  business. 

Time  is  but  the  stream  I  go  a-fishing 
in.  I  drink  at  it;  but  while  I  drink  I  see 
the  sandy  bottom  and  detect  how  shal- 
low it  is.  Its  thin  current  slides  away,  but 
eternity  remains.  I  would  drink  deeper; 
fish  in  the  sky,  whose  bottom  is  pebbly 
with  stars.  I  cannot  count  one.  I  know 
not  the  first  letter  of  the  alphabet.  I  have 
always  been  regretting  that  I  was  not  as 
wise  as  the  day  I  was  born.  The  intellect 
is  a  cleaver;  it  discerns  and  rifts  its  way 
into  the  secret  of  things.  I  do  not  wish  to 
be  any  more  busy  with  my  hands  than 
is  necessary.  My  head  is  hands  and  feet. 
I  feel  all  my  best  faculties  concentrated 
in  it.  My  instinct  tells  me  that  my  head 
is  an  organ  for  burrowing,  as  some  crea- 
tures use  their  snout  and  forepaws,  and 
with  it  I  would  mine  and  burrow  my 
way  through  these  hills.  I  think  that  the 
richest  vein  is  somewhere  hereabouts;  so 
by  the  divining  rod  and  thin  rising  vapors 
I  judge;  and  here  I  will  begin  to  mine. 


Ralph  Waldo  Emerson 
*  1803-1882 


Emerson  wrote  so  often  of  man  as  indi- 
vidual that  he  is  sometimes  thought  of 
as  caring  little  for  man  in  society.  His 
essays:  first  series  in  1841  was  almost 
exclusively  about  the  responsibility  of 
each  person  to  realize  himself,  a  theme 
which  he  never  abandoned,  but  in 
essays:  second  series  three  years  later 
he  extended  his  view  to  examine  more 
of  the  world  in  which  man  moves.  '"New 
England  Reformers,"  originally  a  lecture 
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delivered  at  Armory  Hall  in  Boston  on 
March  3,  1844,  is  the  concluding  essay 
of  that  volume. 


New  England  Reformers 

In  the  suburb,  in  the  town, 
On  the  railway,  in  the  square, 
Came  a  beam  of  goodness  down 
Doubling  daylight  everywhere: 
Peace  now  each  for  malice  takes, 
Beauty  for  his  sinful  weeds, 
For  the  angel  Hope  aye  makes 
Him  an  angel  whom  she  leads. 

Whoever  has  had  opportunity  of  ac- 
quaintance with  society  in  New  Eng- 
land during  the  last  twenty-five  years, 
with  those  middle  and  with  those  leading 
sections  that  may  constitute  any  just 
representation  of  the  character  and  aim 
of  the  community,  will  have  been  struck 
with  the  great  activity  of  thought  and 
experimenting.  His  attention  must  be 
commanded  by  the  signs  that  the 
Church,  or  religious  party,  is  falling  from 
the  Church  nominal,  and  is  appearing  in 
temperance  and  non-resistance  societies; 
in  movements  of  abolitionists  and  of  so- 
cialists; and  in  very  significant  assem- 
blies called  Sabbath  and  Bible  Conven- 
tions; composed  of  ultraists,  of  seekers, 
of  all  the  soul  of  the  soldiery  of  dissent, 
and  meeting  to  call  in  question  the  au- 
thority of  the  Sabbath,  of  the  priesthood, 
and  of  the  Church.  In  these  movements 
nothing  was  more  remarkable  than  the 
discontent  they  begot  in  the  movers.  The 
spirit  of  protest  and  of  detachment  drove 
the  members  of  these  Conventions  to 
bear  testimony  against  the  Church,  and 
immediately  afterwards  to  declare  their 
discontent  with  these  Conventions,  their 
independence  of  their  colleagues,  and 
their  impatience  of  the  methods  whereby 
they  were  working.  They  defied  each 
other,  like  a  congress  of  kings,  each  of 
whom  had  a  realm  to  rule,  and  a  way  of 


his  own  that  made  concert  unprofitable. 
What  a  fertility  of  projects  for  the  salva- 
tion of  the  world!  One  apostle  thought 
all  men  should  go  to  farming,  and  an- 
other that  no  man  should  buy  or  sell, 
that  the  use  of  money  was  the  cardinal 
evil;  another  that  the  mischief  was  in  our 
diet,  that  we  eat  and  drink  damnation. 
These  made  unleavened  bread,  and  were 
foes  to  the  death  to  fermentation.  It  was 
in  vain  urged  by  the  housewife  that  God 
made  yeast,  as  well  as  dough,  and  loves 
fermentation  just  as  dearly  as  he  loves 
vegetation;  that  fermentation  develops 
the  saccharine  element  in  the  grain,  and 
makes  it  more  palatable  and  more  di- 
gestible. No;  they  wish  the  pure  wheat, 
and  will  die  but  it  shall  not  ferment. 
Stop,  dear  Nature,  these  incessant  ad- 
vances of  thine;  let  us  scotch  these  ever- 
rolling  wheels!  Others  attack  the  system 
of  agriculture,  the  use  of  animal  manures 
in  farming,  and  the  tyranny  of  man  over 
brute  nature;  these  abuses  polluted  his 
food.  The  ox  must  be  taken  from  the 
plough  and  the  horse  from  the  cart,  the 
hundred  acres  of  the  farm  must  be 
spaded,  and  the  man  must  walk,  wher- 
ever boats  and  locomotives  will  not  carry 
him.  Even  the  insect  world  was  to  be 
defended — that  had  been  too  long  ne- 
glected, and  a  society  for  the  protection 
of  ground-worms,  slugs  and  mosquitos 
was  to  be  incorporated  without  delay. 
With  these  appeared  the  adepts  of 
homoeopathy,  of  hydropathy,  of  mesmer- 
ism, of  phrenology,  and  their  wonderful 
theories  of  the  Christian  miracles!  Others 
assailed  particular  vocations,  as  that  of 
the  lawyer,  that  of  the  merchant,  of  the 
manufacturer,  of  the  clergyman,  of  the 
scholar.  Others  attacked  the  institution 
of  marriage  as  the  fountain  of  social 
evils.  Others  devoted  themselves  to  the 
worrying  of  churches  and  meetings  for 
public  worship;  and  the  fertile  forms  of 
antinomianism  among  the  elder  puritans 
seemed  to  have  their  match  in  the  plenty 
of  the  new  harvest  of  reform. 


With  this  din  of  opinion  and  debate 
there  was  a  keener  scrutiny  of  institu- 
tions and  domestic  life  than  any  we  had 
known;  there  was  sincere  protesting 
against  existing  evils,  and  there  were 
changes  of  employment  dictated  by  con- 
science. No  doubt  there  was  plentiful 
vaporing,  and  cases  of  backsliding  might 
occur.  But  in  each  of  these  movements 
emerged  a  good  result,  a  tendency  to  the 
adoption  of  simpler  methods,  and  an  as- 
sertion of  the  sufficiency  of  the  private 
man.  Thus  it  was  directly  in  the  spirit 
and  genius  of  the  age,  what  happened  in 
one  instance  when  a  church  censured 
and  threatened  to  excommunicate  one  of 
its  members  on  account  of  the  somewhat 
hostile  part  to  the  church  which  his  con- 
science led  him  to  take  in  the  anti- 
slavery  business;  the  threatened  indi- 
vidual immediately  excommunicated  the 
church,  in  a  public  and  formal  process. 
This  has  been  several  times  repeated:  it 
was  excellent  when  it  was  done  the  first 
time,  but  of  course  loses  all  value  when 
it  is  copied.  Every  project  in  the  history 
of  reform,  no  matter  how  violent  and 
surprising,  is  good  when  it  is  the  dictate 
of  a  man's  genius  and  constitution,  but 
very  dull  and  suspicious  when  adopted 
from  another.  It  is  right  and  beautiful 
in  any  man  to  say,  1  will  take  this  coat, 
or  this  book,  or  this  measure  of  corn  of 
yours' — in  whom  we  see  the  act  to  be 
original,  and  to  flow  from  the  whole 
spirit  and  faith  of  him;  for  then  that  tak- 
ing will  have  a  giving  as  free  and  divine; 
but  we  are  very  easily  disposed  to  resist 
the  same  generosity  of  speech  when  we 
miss  originality  and  truth  to  character 
in  it. 

There  was  in  all  the  practical  activities 
of  New  England  for  the  last  quarter  of 
a  century,  a  gradual  withdrawal  of  ten- 
der consciences  from  the  social  organiza- 
tions. There  is  observable  throughout, 
the  contest  between  mechanical  and 
spiritual  methods,  but  with  a  steady 
tendency  of  the  thoughtful  and  virtuous 
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to  a  deeper  belief  and  reliance  on 
spiritual  facts. 

In  politics,  for  example,  it  is  easy  to 
see  the  progress  of  dissent.  The  country 
is  full  of  rebellion;  the  country  is  full  of 
kings.  Hands  off!  let  there  be  no  control 
and  no  interference  in  the  administra- 
tion of  the  affairs  of  this  kingdom  of  me. 
Hence  the  growth  of  the  doctrine  and 
of  the  party  of  Free  Trade,  and  the 
willingness  to  try  that  experiment,  in  the 
face  of  what  appear  incontestable  facts. 
I  confess,  the  motto  of  the  Globe  news- 
paper is  so  attractive  to  me  that  I  can 
seldom  find  much  appetite  to  read  what 
is  below  it  in  its  columns:  "The  world  is 
governed  too  much."  So  the  country  is 
frequently  affording  solitary  examples  of 
resistance  to  the  government,  solitary 
nullifiers,  who  throw  themselves  on  their 
reserved  rights;  nay,  who  have  reserved 
all  their  rights,  who  reply  to  the  assessor 
and  to  the  clerk  of  court  that  they  do 
not  know  the  State,  and  embarrass  the 
courts  of  law  by  non-juring  and  the  com- 
mander-in-chief of  the  militia  by  non- 
resistance. 

The  same  disposition  to  scrutiny  and 
dissent  appeared  in  civil,  festive,  neigh- 
borly, and  domestic  society.  A  restless, 
prying,  conscientious  criticism  broke  out 
in  unexpected  quarters.  Who  gave  me 
the  money  with  which  I  bought  my  coat? 
Why  should  professional  labor  and  that 
of  the  counting-house  be  paid  so  dis- 
proportionately to  the  labor  of  the  porter 
and  wood-sawyer?  This  whole  business 
of  Trade  gives  me  to  pause  and  think, 
as  it  constitutes  false  relations  between 
men;  inasmuch  as  I  am  prone  to  count 
myself  relieved  of  any  responsibility  to 
behave  well  and  nobly  to  that  person 
whom  I  pay  with  money;  whereas  if  I 
had  not  that  commodity,  I  should  be  put 
on  my  good  behavior  in  all  companies, 
and  man  would  be  a  benefactor  to  man, 
as  being  himself  his  only  certificate  that 
he  had  a  right  to  those  aids  and  services 
which  each  asked  of  the  other.  Am  I  not 
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too  protected  a  person?  is  there  not  a 
wide  disparity  between  the  lot  of  me  and 
the  lot  of  thee,  my  poor  brother,  my  poor 
sister?  Am  I  not  defrauded  of  my  best 
culture  in  the  loss  of  those  gymnastics 
which  manual  labor  and  the  emergencies 
of  poverty  constitute?  I  find  nothing 
healthful  or  exalting  in  the  smooth  con- 
ventions of  society;  I  do  not  like  the  close 
air  of  saloons.  I  begin  to  suspect  myself 
to  be  a  prisoner,  though  treated  with  all 
this  courtesy  and  luxury.  I  pay  a  de- 
structive tax  in  my  conformity. 

The  same  insatiable  criticism  may  be 
traced  in  the  efforts  for  the  reform  of 
Education.  The  popular  education  has 
been  taxed  with  a  want  of  truth  and 
nature.  It  was  complained  that  an  edu- 
cation to  things  was  not  given.  We  are 
students  of  words:  we  are  shut  up  in 
schools,  and  colleges,  and  recitation- 
rooms,  for  ten  or  fifteen  years,  and  come 
out  at  last  with  a  bag  of  wind,  a  memory 
of  words,  and  do  not  know  a  thing.  We 
cannot  use  our  hands,  or  our  legs,  or  our 
eyes,  or  our  arms.  We  do  not  know  an 
edible  root  in  the  woods,  we  cannot  tell 
our  course  by  the  stars,  nor  the  hour  of 
the  day  by  the  sun.  It  is  well  if  we  can 
swim  and  skate.  We  are  afraid  of  a 
horse,  of  a  cow,  of  a  dog,  of  a  snake,  of 
a  spider.  The  Roman  rule  was  to  teach 
a  boy  nothing  that  he  could  not  learn 
standing.  The  old  English  rule  was,  'All 
summer  in  the  field,  and  all  winter  in 
the  study/  And  it  seems  as  if  a  man 
should  learn  to  plant,  or  to  fish,  or  to 
hunt,  that  he  might  secure  his  subsist- 
ence at  all  events,  and  not  be  painful 
to  his  friends  and  fellow-men.  The  les- 
sons of  science  should  be  experimental 
also.  The  sight  of  a  planet  through  a 
telescope  is  worth  all  the  course  on  as- 
tronomy; the  shock  of  the  electric  spark 
in  the  elbow,  outvalues  all  the  theories, 
the  taste  of  the  nitrous  oxide,  the  firing 
of  an  artificial  volcano,  are  better  than 
volumes  of  chemistry. 

One  of  the  traits  of  the  new  spirit  is 


the  inquisition  it  fixed  on  our  scholastic 
devotion  to  the  dead  languages.  The  an- 
cient languages,  with  great  beauty  of 
structure,  contain  wonderful  remains  of 
genius,  which  draw,  and  always  will 
draw,  certain  like-minded  men — Greek 
men,  and  Roman  men — in  all  countries, 
to  their  study;  but  by  a  wonderful 
drowsiness  of  usage  they  had  exacted  the 
study  of  all  men.  Once  (say  two  cen- 
turies ago ) ,  Latin  and  Greek  had  a  strict 
relation  to  all  the  science  and  culture 
there  was  in  Europe,  and  the  Mathe- 
matics had  a  momentary  importance  at 
some  era  of  activity  in  physical  science. 
These  things  became  stereotyped  as  edu- 
cation, as  the  manner  of  men  is.  But  the 
Good  Spirit  never  cared  for  the  colleges, 
and  though  all  men  and  boys  were  now 
drilled  in  Latin,  Greek  and  Mathematics, 
it  had  quite  left  these  shells  high  and 
dry  on  the  beach,  and  was  now  creating 
and  feeding  other  matters  at  other  ends 
of  the  world.  But  in  a  hundred  high 
schools  and  colleges  this  warfare  against 
common-sense  still  goes  on.  Four,  or  six, 
or  ten  years,  the  pupil  is  parsing  Greek 
and  Latin,  and  as  soon  as  he  leaves  the 
University,  as  it  is  ludicrously  styled,  he 
shuts  those  books  for  the  last  time.  Some 
thousands  of  young  men  are  graduated 
at  our  colleges  in  this  country  every 
year,  and  the  persons  who,  at  forty  years, 
still  read  Greek,  can  all  be  counted  on 
your  hand.  I  never  met  with  ten.  Four 
or  five  persons  I  have  seen  who  read 
Plato. 

But  is  not  this  absurd,  that  the  whole 
liberal  talent  of  this  country  should  be 
directed  in  its  best  years  on  studies 
which  lead  to  nothing?  What  was  the 
consequence?  Some  intelligent  persons 
said  or  thought,  Ts  that  Greek  and  Latin 
some  spell  to  conjure  with,  and  not 
words  of  reason?  If  the  physician,  the 
lawyer,  the  divine,  never  use  it  to  come 
at  their  ends,  I  need  never  learn  it  to 
come  at  mine.  Conjuring  is  gone  out  of 
fashion,  and  I  will  omit  this  conjugating, 


and  go  straight  to  affairs/  So  they 
jumped  the  Greek  and  Latin,  and  read 
law,  medicine,  or  sermons,  without  it. 
To  the  astonishment  of  all,  the  self-made 
men  took  even  ground  at  once  with  the 
oldest  of  the  regular  graduates,  and  in 
a  few  months  the  most  conservative 
circles  of  Boston  and  New  York  had 
quite  forgotten  who  of  their  gownsmen 
was  college-bred,  and  who  was  not. 

One  tendency  appears  alike  in  the 
philosophical  speculation  and  in  the  rud- 
est democratical  movements,  through  all 
the  petulance  and  all  the  puerility,  the 
wish,  namely,  to  cast  aside  the  super- 
fluous and  arrive  at  short  methods; 
urged,  as  I  suppose,  by  an  intuition  that 
the  human  spirit  is  equal  to  all  emer- 
gencies, alone,  and  that  man  is  more 
often  injured  than  helped  by  the  means 
he  uses. 

I  conceive  this  gradual  casting  off  of 
materials  aids  and  the  indication  of 
growing  trust  in  the  private  self-supplied 
powers  of  the  individual,  to  be  the  af- 
firmative principle  of  the  recent  philoso- 
phy, and  that  it  is  feeling  its  own  pro- 
found truth  and  is  reaching  forward  at 
this  very  hour  to  the  happiest  conclu- 
sions. I  readily  concede  that  in  this,  as 
in  every  period  of  intellectual  activity, 
there  has  been  a  noise  of  denial  and  pro- 
test; much  was  to  be  resisted,  much  was 
to  be  got  rid  of  by  those  who  were 
reared  in  the  old,  before  they  could  be- 
gin to  affirm  and  to  construct.  Many  a 
reformer  perishes  in  his  removal  of  rub- 
bish; and  that  makes  the  offensiveness  of 
the  class.  They  are  partial;  they  are  not 
equal  to  the  work  they  pretend.  They 
lose  their  way;  in  the  assault  on  the  king- 
dom of  darkness  they  expend  all  their 
energy  on  some  accidental  evil,  and  lose 
their  sanity  and  power  of  benefit.  It  is  of 
little  moment  that  one  or  two  or  twenty 
errors  of  our  social  system  be  corrected, 
but  of  much  that  the  man  be  in  his 
senses. 

The  criticism   and   attack  on  institu- 
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tions,  which  we  have  witnessed,  has 
made  one  thing  plain,  that  society  gains 
nothing  whilst  a  man,  not  himself  reno- 
vated, attempts  to  renovate  things 
around  him:  he  has  become  tediously 
good  in  some  particular  but  negligent  or 
narrow  in  the  rest;  and  hypocrisy  and 
vanity  are  often  the  disgusting  result. 

It  is  handsomer  to  remain  in  the  estab- 
lishment better  than  the  establishment, 
and  conduct  that  in  the  best  manner, 
than  to  make  a  sally  against  evil  by  some 
single  improvement,  without  supporting 
it  by  a  total  regeneration.  Do  not  be  so 
vain  of  your  one  objection.  Do  you  think 
there  is  only  one?  Alas!  my  good  friend, 
there  is  no  part  of  society  or  of  life  bet- 
ter than  any  other  part.  All  our  things 
are  right  and  wrong  together.  The  wave 
of  evil  washes  all  our  institutions  alike. 
Do  you  complain  of  our  Marriage?  Our 
marriage  is  no  worse  than  our  education, 
our  diet,  our  trade,  our  social  customs. 
Do  you  complain  of  the  laws  of  Prop- 
erty? It  is  a  pedantry  to  give  such  im- 
portance to  them.  Can  we  not  play  the 
game  of  life  with  these  counters,  as  well 
as  with  those?  in  the  institution  of  prop- 
erty, as  well  as  out  of  it?  Let  into  it  the 
new  and  renewing  principle  of  love,  and 
property  will  be  universality.  No  one 
gives  the  impression  of  superiority  to  the 
institution,  which  he  must  give  who  will 
reform  it.  It  makes  no  difference  what 
you  say,  you  must  make  me  feel  that  you 
are  aloof  from  it;  by  your  natural  and 
supernatural  advantages  do  easily  see  to 
the  end  of  it — do  see  how  man  can  do 
without  it.  Now  all  men  are  on  one  side. 
No  man  deserves  to  be  heard  against 
property.  Only  Love,  only  an  Idea,  is 
against  property  as  we  hold  it. 

I  cannot  afford  to  be  irritable  and 
captious,  nor  to  waste  all  my  time  in  at- 
tacks. If  I  should  go  out  of  church  when- 
ever I  hear  a  false  sentiment  I  could 
never  stay  there  five  minutes.  But  why 
come  out?  the  street  is  as  false  as  the 
church,  and  when  I  get  to  my  house,  or 
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to  my  manners,  or  to  my  speech,  I  have 
not  got  away  from  the  lie.  When  we  see 
an  eager  assailant  of  one  of  these  wrongs, 
a  special  reformer,  we  feel  like  asking 
him,  What  right  have  you,  sir,  to  your 
one  virtue?  Is  virtue  piecemeal?  This  is  a 
jewel  amidst  the  rags  of  a  beggar. 

In  another  way  the  right  will  be  vin- 
dicated. In  the  midst  of  abuses,  in  the 
heart  of  cities,  in  the  aisles  of  false 
churches,  alike  in  one  place  and  in  an- 
other— wherever,  namely,  a  just  and 
heroic  soul  finds  itself,  there  it  will  do 
what  is  next  at  hand,  and  by  the  new 
quality  of  character  it  shall  put  forth  it 
shall  abrogate  that  old  condition,  law,  or 
school  in  which  it  stands,  before  the  law 
of  its  own  mind. 

If  partiality  was  one  fault  of  the  move- 
ment party,  the  other  defect  was  their 
reliance  on  Association.  Doubts  such  as 
those  I  have  intimated  drove  many  good 
persons  to  agitate  the  questions  of  social 
reform.  But  the  revolt  against  the  spirit 
of  commerce,  the  spirit  of  aristocracy, 
and  the  inveterate  abuses  of  cities,  did 
not  appear  possible  to  individuals;  and  to 
do  battle  against  numbers  they  armed 
themselves  with  numbers,  and  against 
concert  they  relied  on  new  concert. 

Following  or  advancing  beyond  the 
ideas  of  St.  Simon,  of  Fourier,  and  of 
Owen,  three  communities  have  already 
been  formed  in  Massachusetts  on  kin- 
dred plans,  and  many  more  in  the  coun- 
try at  large.  They  aim  to  give  every 
member  a  share  in  the  manual  labor,  to 
give  an  equal  reward  to  labor  and  to  tal- 
ent, and  to  unite  a  liberal  culture  with 
an  education  to  labor.  The  scheme  offers, 
by  the  economies  of  associated  labor  and 
expense,  to  make  every  member  rich, 
on  the  same  amount  of  property  that, 
in  separate  families,  would  leave  every 
member  poor.  These  new  associations 
are  composed  of  men  and  women  of  su- 
perior talents  and  sentiments;  yet  it  may 
easily    be    questioned    whether    such    a 


community  will  draw,  except  in  its  begin- 
nings, the  able  and  the  good;  whether 
those  who  have  energy  will  not  prefer 
their  chance  of  superiority  and  power  in 
the  world,  to  the  humble  certainties  of 
the  association;  whether  such  a  retreat 
does  not  promise  to  become  an  asylum 
to  those  who  have  tried  and  failed, 
rather  than  a  field  to  the  strong;  and 
whether  the  members  will  not  neces- 
sarily be  fractions  of  men,  because  each 
finds  that  he  cannot  enter  it  without 
some  compromise.  Friendship  and  as- 
sociation are  very  fine  things,  and  a 
grand  phalanx  of  the  best  of  the  human 
race,  banded  for  some  catholic  object; 
yes,  excellent;  but  remember  that  no 
society  can  ever  be  so  large  as  one  man. 
He,  in  his  friendship,  in  his  natural  and 
momentary  associations,  doubles  or 
multiplies  himself;  but  in  the  hour  in 
which  he  mortgages  himself  to  two  or 
ten  or  twenty,  he  dwarfs  himself  below 
the  stature  of  one. 

But  the  men  of  less  faith  could  not 
thus  believe,  and  to  such,  concert  ap- 
pears the  sole  specific  of  strength.  I  have 
failed,  and  you  have  failed,  but  perhaps 
together  we  shall  not  fail.  Our  house- 
keeping is  not  satisfactory  to  us,  but  per- 
haps a  phalanx,  a  community,  might  be. 
Many  of  us  have  differed  in  opinion,  and 
we  could  find  no  man  who  could  make 
the  truth  plain,  but  possibly  a  college, 
or  an  ecclesiastical  council,  might.  I  have 
not  been  able  either  to  persuade  my 
brother  or  to  prevail  on  myself  to  disuse 
the  traffic  or  the  potation  of  brandy,  but 
perhaps  a  pledge  of  total  abstinence 
might  effectually  restrain  us.  The  candi- 
date my  party  votes  for  is  not  to  be 
trusted  with  a  dollar,  but  he  will  be  hon- 
est in  the  Senate,  for  we  can  bring  public 
opinion  to  bear  on  him.  Thus  concert 
was  the  specific  in  all  cases.  But  concert 
is  neither  better  nor  worse,  neither  more 
nor  less  potent,  than  individual  force.  All 
the   men  in  the  world  cannot  make   a 


statue  walk  and  speak,  cannot  make  a 
drop  of  blood,  or  a  blade  of  grass,  any 
more  than  one  man  can.  But  let  there  be 
one  man,  let  there  be  truth  in  two  men, 
in  ten  men,  then  is  concert  for  the  first 
time  possible;  because  the  force  which 
moves  the  world  is  a  new  quality,  and 
can  never  be  furnished  by  adding  what- 
ever quantities  of  a  different  kind.  What 
is  the  use  of  the  concert  of  the  false  and 
the  disunited?  There  can  be  no  concert 
in  two,  where  there  is  no  concert  in  one. 
When  the  individual  is  not  individual, 
but  is  dual;  when  his  thoughts  look  one 
way  and  his  actions  another;  when  his 
faith  is  traversed  by  his  habits;  when  his 
will,  enlightened  by  reason,  is  warped  by 
his  sense;  when  with  one  hand  he  rows 
and  with  the  other  backs  water,  what 
concert  can  be? 

I  do  not  wonder  at  the  interest  these 
projects  inspire.  The  world  is  awaking 
to  the  idea  of  union,  and  these  experi- 
ments show  what  it  is  thinking  of.  It  is 
and  will  be  magic.  Men  will  live  and 
communicate,  and  plough,  and  reap,  and 
govern,  as  by  added  ethereal  power, 
when  once  they  are  united;  as  in  a 
celebrated  experiment,  by  expiration  and 
respiration  exactly  together,  four  persons 
lift  a  heavy  man  from  the  ground  by 
the  little  finger  only,  and  without  sense 
of  weight.  But  this  union  must  be  in- 
ward, and  not  one  of  covenants,  and  is 
to  be  reached  by  a  reverse  of  the 
methods  they  use.  The  union  is  only  per- 
fect when  all  the  uniters  are  isolated.  It 
is  the  union  of  friends  who  live  in  differ- 
ent streets  or  towns.  Each  man,  if  he  at- 
tempts to  join  himself  to  others,  is  on  all 
sides  cramped  and  diminished  of  his  pro- 
portion; and  the  stricter  the  union  the 
smaller  and  the  more  pitiful  he  is.  But 
leave  him  alone,  to  recognize  in  every 
hour  and  place  the  secret  soul;  he  will 
go  up  and  down  doing  the  works  of  a 
true  member,  and,  to  the  astonishment 
of  all,  the  work  will  be  done  with  con- 
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cert,  though  no  man  spoke.  Government 
will  be  adamantine  without  any  gov- 
ernor. The  union  must  be  ideal  in  actual 
individualism. 

I  pass  to  the  indication  in  some  partic- 
ulars of  that  faith  in  man,  which  the 
heart  is  preaching  to  us  in  these  days, 
and  which  engages  the  more  regard, 
from  the  consideration  that  the  specula- 
tions of  one  generation  are  the  history  of 
the  next  following. 

In  alluding  just  now  to  our  system  of 
education,  I  spoke  of  the  deadness  of  its 
details.  But  it  is  open  to  graver  criticism 
than  the  palsy  of  its  members:  it  is  a 
system  of  despair.  The  disease  with 
which  the  human  mind  now  labors  is 
want  of  faith.  Men  do  not  believe  in  a 
power  of  education.  We  do  not  think  we 
can  speak  to  divine  sentiments  in  man, 
and  we  do  not  try.  We  renounce  all  high 
aims.  We  believe  that  the  defects  of  so 
many  perverse  and  so  many  frivolous 
people  who  make  up  society,  are  organic, 
and  society  is  a  hospital  of  incurables.  A 
man  of  good  sense  but  of  little  faith, 
whose  compassion  seemed  to  lead  him 
to  church  as  often  as  he  went  there,  said 
to  me  that  "he  liked  to  have  concerts, 
and  fairs,  and  churches,  and  other  pub- 
lic amusements  go  on."  I  am  afraid  the 
remark  is  too  honest,  and  comes  from 
the  same  origin  as  the  maxim  of  the 
tyrant,  "If  you  would  rule  the  world 
quietly,  you  must  keep  it  amused."  I 
notice  too  that  the  ground  on  which 
eminent  public  servants  urge  the  claims 
of  popular  education  is  fear;  'This  coun- 
try is  filling  up  with  thousands  and  mil- 
lions of  voters,  and  you  must  educate 
them  to  keep  them  from  our  throats/  We 
do  not  believe  that  any  education,  any 
system  of  philosophy,  any  influence  of 
genius,  will  ever  give  depth  of  insight  to 
a  superficial  mind.  Having  settled  our- 
selves into  this  infidelity,  our  skill  is  ex- 
pended to  procure  alleviations,  diversion, 
opiates.  We  adorn  the  victim  with  man- 
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ual  skill,  his  tongue  with  languages,  his 
body  with  inoffensive  and  comely  man- 
ners. So  have  we  cunningly  hid  the  trag- 
edy of  limitation  and  inner  death  we 
cannot  avert.  Is  it  strange  that  society 
should  be  devoured  by  a  secret  melan- 
choly which  breaks  through  all  its  smiles 
and  all  its  gayety  and  games? 

But  even  one  step  farther  our  infidel- 
ity has  gone.  It  appears  that  some  doubt 
is  felt  by  good  and  wise  men  whether 
really  the  happiness  and  probity  of  men 
is  increased  by  the  culture  of  the  mind 
in  those  disciplines  to  which  we  give  the 
name  of  education.  Unhappily  too  the 
doubt  comes  from  scholars,  from  persons 
who  have  tried  these  methods.  In  their 
experience  the  scholar  was  not  raised  by 
the  sacred  thoughts  amongst  which  he 
dwelt,  but  used  them  to  selfish  ends.  He 
was  a  profane  person,  and  became  a 
showman,  turning  his  gifts  to  a  marketa- 
ble use,  and  not  to  his  own  sustenance 
and  growth.  It  was  found  that  the  intel- 
lect could  be  independently  developed, 
that  is,  in  separation  from  the  man,  as 
any  single  organ  can  be  invigorated,  and 
the  result  was  monstrous.  A  canine  ap- 
petite for  knowledge  was  generated, 
which  must  still  be  fed  but  was  never 
satisfied,  and  this  knowledge,  not  being 
directed  on  action,  never  took  the  char- 
acter of  substantial,  humane  truth,  bless- 
ing those  whom  it  entered.  It  gave  the 
scholar  certain  powers  of  expression,  the 
power  of  speech,  the  power  of  poetry, 
of  literary  art,  but  it  did  not  bring  him 
to  peace  or  to  beneficence. 

When  the  literary  class  betray  a  desti- 
tution of  faith,  it  is  not  strange  that  so- 
ciety should  be  disheartened  and  sen- 
sualized by  unbelief.  What  remedy?  Life 
must  be  lived  on  a  higher  plane.  We 
must  go  up  to  a  higher  platform,  to 
which  we  are  always  invited  to  ascend; 
there,  the  whole  aspect  of  things 
changes.  I  resist  the  scepticism  of  our 
education  and  of  our  educated  men.  I 
do   not   believe   that   the   differences   of 


opinion  and  character  in  men  are  or- 
ganic. I  do  not  recognize,  beside  the 
class  of  the  good  and  the  wise,  a  per- 
manent class  of  sceptics,  or  a  class  of 
conservatives,  or  of  malignants,  or  of 
materialists.  I  do  not  believe  in  two 
classes.  You  remember  the  story  of  the 
poor  woman  who  importuned  King 
Philip  of  Macedon  to  grant  her  justice, 
which  Philip  refused:  the  woman  ex- 
claimed, "I  appeal:"  the  king,  astonished, 
asked  to  whom  she  appealed:  the  woman 
replied,  "From  Philip  drunk  to  Philip 
sober."  The  text  will  suit  me  very  well. 
I  believe  not  in  two  classes  of  men,  but 
in  man  in  two  moods,  in  Philip  drunk 
and  Philip  sober.  I  think,  according  to 
the  good-hearted  word  of  Plato,  "Un- 
willingly the  soul  is  deprived  of  truth." 
Iron  conservative,  miser,  or  thief,  no  man 
is  but  by  a  supposed  necessity  which  he 
tolerates  by  shortness  or  torpidity  of 
sight.  The  soul  lets  no  man  go  without 
some  visitations  and  holidays  of  a  diviner 
presence.  It  would  be  easy  to  show,  by  a 
narrow  scanning  of  any  man's  biography, 
that  we  are  not  so  wedded  to  our  paltry 
performances  of  every  kind  but  that 
every  man  has  at  intervals  the  grace  to 
scorn  his  performances,  in  comparing 
them  with  his  belief  of  what  he  should 
do;  that  he  puts  himself  on  the  side  of 
his  enemies,  listening  gladly  to  what 
they  say  of  him,  and  accusing  himself  of 
the  same  things. 

What  is  it  men  love  in  Genius,  but  its 
infinite  hope,  which  degrades  all  it  has 
done?  Genius  counts  all  its  miracles  poor 
and  short.  Its  own  idea  is  never  exe- 
cuted. The  Iliad,  the  Hamlet,  the  Doric 
column,  the  Roman  arch,  the  Gothic 
minster,  the  German  anthem,  when  they 
are  ended,  the  master  casts  behind  him. 
How  sinks  the  song  in  the  waves  of  mel- 
ody which  the  universe  pours  over  his 
soul!  Before  that  gracious  Infinite  out  of 
which  he  drew  these  few  strokes,  how 
mean  they  look,  though  the  praises  of  the 
world  attend  them.  From  the  triumphs 


of  his  art  he  turns  with  desire  to  this 
greater  defeat.  Let  those  admire  who 
will.  With  silent  joy  he  sees  himself  to 
be  capable  of  a  beauty  that  eclipses  all 
which  his  hands  have  done;  all  which 
human  hands  have  ever  done. 

Well,  we  are  all  the  children  of  genius, 
the  children  of  virtue — and  feel  their 
inspirations  in  our  happier  hours.  Is  not 
every  man  sometimes  a  radical  in  poli- 
tics? Men  are  conservatives  when  they 
are  least  vigorous,  or  when  they  are  most 
luxurious.  They  are  conservatives  after 
dinner,  or  before  taking  their  rest;  when 
they  are  sick,  or  aged.  In  the  morning, 
or  when  their  intellect  or  their  con- 
science has  been  aroused;  when  they 
hear  music,  or  when  they  read  poetry, 
they  are  radicals.  In  the  circle  of  the 
rankest  tories  that  could  be  collected  in 
England,  Old  or  New,  let  a  powerful  and 
stimulating  intellect,  a  man  of  great 
heart  and  mind  act  on  them,  and  very 
quickly  these  frozen  conservators  will 
yield  to  the  friendly  influence,  these 
hopeless  will  begin  to  hope,  these  haters 
will  begin  to  love,  these  immovable 
statues  will  begin  to  spin  and  revolve.  I 
cannot  help  recalling  the  fine  anecdote 
which  Warton  relates  of  Bishop  Berke- 
ley, when  he  was  preparing  to  leave 
England  with  his  plan  of  planting  the 
gospel  among  the  American  savages. 
"Lord  Bathurst  told  me  that  the  mem- 
bers of  the  Scriblerus  Club  being  met  at 
his  house  at  dinner,  they  agreed  to  rally 
Berkeley,  who  was  also  his  guest,  on  his 
scheme  at  Bermudas.  Berkeley,  having 
listened  to  the  many  lively  things  they 
had  to  say,  begged  to  be  heard  in  his 
turn,  and  displayed  his  plan  with  such 
an  astonishing  and  animating  force  of 
eloquence  and  enthusiasm  that  they  were 
struck  dumb,  and,  after  some  pause,  rose 
up  all  together  with  earnestness,  exclaim- 
ing, 'Let  us  set  out  with  him  immedi- 
ately.' "  Men  in  all  ways  are  better  than 
they  seem.  They  like  flattery  for  the  mo- 
ment, but  they  know  the  truth  for  their 
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own.  It  is  a  foolish  cowardice  which 
keeps  us  from  trusting  them  and  speaking 
to  them  rude  truth.  They  resent  your 
honesty  for  an  instant,  they  will  thank 
you  for  it  always.  What  is  it  we  heartily 
wish  of  each  other?  Is  it  to  be  pleased 
and  flattered?  No,  but  to  be  convicted 
and  exposed,  to  be  shamed  out  of  our 
nonsense  of  all  kinds,  and  made  men  of, 
instead  of  ghosts  and  phantoms.  We  are 
weary  of  gliding  ghostlike  through  the 
world,  which  is  itself  so  slight  and  un- 
real. We  crave  a  sense  of  reality,  though 
it  comes  in  strokes  of  pain.  I  explain 
so — by  this  man-like  love  of  truth — 
those  excesses  and  errors  into  which 
souls  of  great  vigor,  but  not  equal  in- 
sight, often  fall.  They  feel  the  poverty 
at  the  bottom  of  all  the  seeming  affluence 
of  the  world.  They  know  the  speed  with 
which  they  come  straight  through  the 
thin  masquerade,  and  conceive  a  dis- 
gust at  the  indigence  of  nature:  Rous- 
seau, Mirabeau,  Charles  Fox,  Napoleon, 
Bryon — and  I  could  easily  add  names 
nearer  home,  of  raging  riders,  who  drive 
their  steeds  so  hard,  in  the  violence  of 
living  to  forget  its  illusion:  they  would 
know  the  worst,  and  tread  the  floors  of 
hell.  The  heroes  of  ancient  and  modern 
fame,  Cimon,  Themistocles,  Alcibiades, 
Alexander,  Caesar,  have  treated  life  and 
fortune  as  a  game  to  be  well  and  skil- 
fully played,  but  the  stake  not  to  be  so 
valued  but  that  any  time  it  could  be  held 
as  a  trifle  light  as  air,  and  thrown  up. 
Caesar,  just  before  the  battle  of  Phar- 
salia,  discourses  with  the  Egyptian  priest 
concerning  the  fountains  of  the  Nile,  and 
offers  to  quit  the  army,  the  empire,  and 
Cleopatra,  if  he  will  show  him  those 
mysterious  sources. 

The  same  magnanimity  shows  itself 
in  our  social  relations,  in  the  preference, 
namely,  which  each  man  gives  to  the 
society  of  superiors  over  that  of  his 
equals.  All  that  a  man  has  will  he 
give  for  right  relations  with  his  mates. 
All  that  he  has  will  he  give  for  an  erect 
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demeanor  in  every  company  and  on 
each  occasion.  He  aims  at  such  things 
as  his  neighbors  prize,  and  gives  his  days 
and  nights,  his  talents  and  his  heart,  to 
strike  a  good  stroke,  to  acquit  himself 
in  all  men's  sight  as  a  man.  The  con- 
sideration of  an  eminent  citizen,  of  a 
noted  merchant,  of  a  man  of  mark  in 
his  profession;  a  naval  and  military 
honor,  a  general's  commission,  a  mar- 
shal's baton,  a  ducal  coronet,  the  laurel 
of  poets,  and,  anyhow  procured,  the 
acknowledgment  of  eminent  merit — 
have  this  lustre  for  each  candidate  that 
they  enable  him  to  walk  erect  and  un- 
ashamed in  the  presence  of  some  per- 
sons before  whom  he  felt  himself  in- 
ferior. Having  raised  himself  to  this 
rank,  having  established  his  equality 
with  class  after  class  of  those  with  whom 
he  would  live  well,  he  still  finds  certain 
others  before  whom  he  cannot  possess 
himself,  because  they  have  somewhat 
fairer,  somewhat  grander,  somewhat 
purer,  which  extorts  homage  of  him.  Is 
his  ambition  pure?  then  will  his  laurels 
and  his  possessions  seem  worthless:  in- 
stead of  avoiding  these  men  who  make 
his  fine  gold  dim,  he  will  cast  all  behind 
him  and  seek  their  society  only,  woo 
and  embrace  this  his  humiliation  and 
mortification,  until  he  shall  know  why 
his  eye  sinks,  his  voice  is  husky,  and  his 
brilliant  talents  are  paralyzed  in  this 
presence.  He  is  sure  that  the  soul  which 
gives  the  lie  to  all  things  will  tell  none. 
His  constitution  will  not  mislead  him. 
If  it  cannot  carry  itself  as  it  ought,  high 
and  unmatchable  in  the  presence  of 
any  man;  if  the  secret  oracles  whose 
whisper  makes  the  sweetness  and  dignity 
of  his  life  do  here  withdraw  and  accom- 
pany him  no  longer — it  is  time  to  under- 
value what  he  has  valued,  to  dispossess 
himself  of  what  he  has  acquired,  and 
with  Caesar  to  take  in  his  hand  the  army, 
the  empire  and  Cleopatra,  and  say,  "All 
these  will  I  relinquish,  if  you  will  show 
me  the  fountains  of  the  Nile."  Dear  to  us 


are  those  who  love  us;  the  swift  move- 
ments we  spend  with  them  are  a  com- 
pensation for  a  great  deal  of  misery; 
they  enlarge  our  life;  but  dearer  are 
those  who  reject  us  as  unworthy,  for  they 
add  another  life:  they  build  a  heaven 
before  us  whereof  we  had  not  dreamed, 
and  thereby  supply  to  us  new  powers 
out  of  the  recesses  of  the  spirit,  and 
urge  us  to  new  and  unattempted  per- 
formances. 

As  every  man  at  heart  wishes  the  best 
and  not  inferior  society,  wishes  to  be 
convicted  of  his  error  and  to  come  to 
himself — so  he  wishes  that  the  same 
healing  should  not  stop  in  his  thought, 
but  should  penetrate  his  will  or  active 
power.  The  selfish  man  suffers  more 
from  his  selfishness  than  he  from  whom 
that  selfishness  withholds  some  im- 
portant benefit.  What  he  most  wishes  is 
to  be  lifted  to  some  higher  platform,  that 
he  may  see  beyond  his  present  fear  the 
transalpine  good,  so  that  his  fear,  his 
coldness,  his  custom  may  be  broken  up 
like  fragments  of  ice,  melted  and  carried 
away  in  the  great  stream  of  good  will. 
Do  you  ask  my  aid?  I  also  wish  to  be  a 
benefactor.  I  wish  more  to  be  a  benefac- 
tor and  servant  than  you  wish  to  be 
served  by  me;  and  surely  the  greatest 
good  fortune  that  could  befall  me  is  pre- 
cisely to  be  so  moved  by  you  that  I 
should  say,  'Take  me  and  all  mine,  and 
use  me  and  mine  freely  to  your  ends!'  for 
I  could  not  say  it  otherwise  than  because 
a  great  enlargement  had  come  to  my 
heart  and  mind,  which  made  me  superior 
to  my  fortunes.  Here  we  are  paralyzed 
with  fear;  we  hold  on  to  our  little  proper- 
ties, house  and  land,  office  and  money, 
for  the  bread  which  they  have  in  our  ex- 
perience yielded  us,  although  we  confess 
that  our  being  does  not  flow  through 
them.  We  desire  to  be  made  great;  we 
desire  to  be  touched  with  that  fire  which 
shall  command  this  ice  to  stream,  and 
make  our  existence  a  benefit.  If  therefore 
we  start  objections  to  your  project,   O 


friend  of  the  slave,  or  friend  of  the  poor 
or  of  the  race,  understand  well  that  it  is 
because  we  wish  to  drive  you  to  drive 
us  into  your  measures.  We  wish  to  hear 
ourselves  confuted.  We  are  haunted  with 
a  belief  that  you  have  a  secret  which  it 
would  highliest  advantage  us  to  learn, 
and  we  would  force  you  to  impart  it 
to  us,  though  it  should  bring  us  to  prison 
or  to  worse  extremity. 

Nothing  shall  warp  me  from  the  belief 
that  every  man  is  a  lover  of  truth.  There 
is  no  pure  lie,  no  pure  malignity  in  na- 
ture. The  entertainment  of  the  proposi- 
tion of  depravity  is  the  last  profligacy 
and  profanation.  There  is  no  scepticism, 
no  atheism  but  that.  Could  it  be  received 
into  common  belief,  suicide  would  un- 
people the  planet.  It  has  had  a  name  to 
live  in  some  dogmatic  theology,  but 
each  man's  innocence  and  his  real  liking 
of  his  neighbor  have  kept  it  a  dead  letter. 
I  remember  standing  at  the  polls  one  day 
when  the  anger  of  the  political  contest 
gave  a  certain  grimness  to  the  faces  of 
the  independent  electors,  and  a  good 
man  at  my  side,  looking  on  the  people,  re- 
marked, "I  am  satisfied  that  the  largest 
part  of  these  men,  on  either  side,  mean 
to  vote  right."  I  suppose  considerate 
observers,  looking  at  the  masses  of  men 
in  their  blameless  and  in  their  equivocal 
actions,  will  assent,  that  in  spite  of 
selfishness  and  frivolity,  the  general  pur- 
pose in  the  great  number  of  persons  is 
fidelity.  The  reason  why  any  one  re- 
fuses his  assent  to  your  opinion,  or  his 
aid  to  your  benevolent  design,  is  in 
you:  he  refuses  to  accept  you  as  a 
bringer  of  truth,  because  though  you 
think  you  have  it,  he  feels  that  you  have 
it  not.  You  have  not  given  him  the  au- 
thentic sign. 

If  it  were  worth  while  to  run  into  de- 
tails this  general  doctrine  of  the  latent 
but  ever  soliciting  Spirit,  it  would  be 
easy  to  adduce  illustration  in  particulars 
of  a  man's  equality  to  the  Church,  of  his 
equality  to  the  State,  and  of  his  equality 
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to  every  other  man.  It  is  yet  in  all  men's 
memory  that,  a  few  years  ago,  the  liberal 
churches  complained  that  the  Calvinistic 
church  denied  to  them  the  name  of 
Christian.  I  think  the  complaint  was 
confession:  a  religious  church  would  not 
complain.  A  religious  man,  like  Behmen, 
Fox,  or  Swedenborg,  is  not  irritated  by 
wanting  the  sanction  of  the  Church,  but 
the  Church  feels  the  accusation  of  his 
presence  and  belief. 

It  only  needs  that  a  just  man  should 
walk  in  our  streets  to  make  it  appear  how 
pitiful  and  inartificial  a  contrivance  is 
our  legislation.  The  man  whose  part  is 
taken  and  who  does  not  wait  for  society 
in  anything,  has  a  power  which  society 
cannot  choose  but  feel.  The  familiar 
experiment  called  the  hydrostatic  par- 
adox, in  which  a  capillary  column  of 
water  balances  the  ocean,  is  a  symbol  of 
the  relation  of  one  man  to  the  whole 
family  of  men.  The  wise  Dandamis,  on 
hearing  the  lives  of  Socrates,  Pythagoras 
and  Diogenes  read,  "judged  them  to  be 
great  men  every  way,  excepting  that 
they  were  too  much  subjected  to  the 
reverence  of  the  laws,  which  to  second 
and  authorize,  true  virtue  must  abate  very 
much  of  its  original  vigor." 

And  as  a  man  is  equal  to  the  Church 
and  equal  to  the  State,  so  he  is  equal  to 
every  other  man.  The  disparities  of  power 
in  men  are  superficial;  and  all  frank 
and  searching  conversation,  in  which  a 
man  lays  himself  open  to  his  brother,  ap- 
prises each  of  their  radical  unity.  When 
two  persons  sit  and  converse  in  a  thor- 
oughly good  understanding,  the  remark 
is  sure  to  be  made,  See  how  we  have 
disputed  about  words!  Let  a  clear,  ap- 
prehensive mind,  such  as  every  man 
knows  among  his  friends,  converse  with 
the  most  commanding  poetic  genius,  I 
think  it  would  appear  that  there  was  no 
inequality  such  as  men  fancy,  between 
them;  that  a  perfect  understanding,  a 
like  receiving,  a  like  perceiving,  abolished 
differences;    and   the   poet   would   con- 
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fess  that  his  creative  imagination  gave 
him  no  deep  advantage,  but  only  the 
superficial  one  that  he  could  express  him- 
self and  the  other  could  not;  that  his  ad- 
vantage was  a  knack,  which  might  im- 
pose on  indolent  men  but  could  not 
impose  on  lovers  of  truth;  for  they  know 
the  tax  of  talent,  or  what  a  price  of  great- 
ness the  power  of  expression  too  often 
pays.  I  believe  it  is  the  conviction  of  the 
purest  men  that  the  net  amount  of  man 
and  man  does  not  much  vary.  Each  is 
incomparably  superior  to  his  companion 
in  some  faculty.  His  want  of  skill  in 
other  directions  has  added  to  his  fitness 
for  his  own  work.  Each  seems  to  have 
some  compensation  yielded  to  him  by  his 
infirmity,  and  every  hinderance  operates 
as  a  concentration  of  his  force. 

These  and  the  like  experiences  in- 
timate that  man  stands  in  strict  connec- 
tion with  a  higher  fact  never  yet  man- 
ifested. There  is  power  over  and  behind 
us,  and  we  are  the  channels  of  its  com- 
munications. We  seek  to  say  thus  and  so, 
and  over  our  head  some  spirit  sits  which 
contradicts  what  we  say.  We  would 
persuade  our  fellow  to  this  or  that;  an- 
other self  within  our  eyes  dissuades  him. 
That  which  we  keep  back,  this  reveals. 
In  vain  we  compose  our  faces  and  our 
words;  it  holds  uncontrollable  com- 
munication with  the  enemy,  and  he 
answers  civilly  to  us,  but  believes  the 
spirit.  We  exclaim,  'There's  a  traitor  in 
the  house!'  but  at  last  it  appears  that  he 
is  the  true  man,  and  I  am  the  traitor. 
This  open  channel  to  the  highest  life  is 
the  first  and  last  reality,  so  subtle,  so 
quiet,  yet  so  tenacious,  that  although 
I  have  never  expressed  the  truth,  and 
although  I  have  never  heard  the  expres- 
sion of  it  from  any  other,  I  know  that  the 
whole  truth  is  here  for  me.  What  if  I 
cannot  answer  your  questions?  I  am  not 
pained  that  I  cannot  frame  a  reply  to  the 
question,  What  is  the  operation  we  call 
Providence?  There  lies  the  unspoken 
thing,  present,  omnipresent.  Every  time 


we  converse  we  seek  to  translate  it  into 
speech,  but  whether  we  hit  or  whether 
we  miss,  we  have  the  fact.  Every  dis- 
course is  an  approximate  answer:  but 
it  is  of  small  consequence  that  we  do  not 
get  it  into  verbs  and  nouns,  whilst  it 
abides  for  contemplation  forever. 

If  the  auguries  of  the  prophesying 
heart  shall  make  themselves  good  in 
time,  the  man  who  shall  be  born,  whose 
advent  men  and  events  prepare  and  fore- 
show, is  one  who  shall  enjoy  his  con- 
nection with  a  higher  life,  with  the  man 
within  man;  shall  destroy  distrust  by  his 
trust,  shall  use  his  native  but  forgotten 
methods,  shall  not  take  counsel  of  flesh 
and  blood,  but  shall  rely  on  the  Law 
alive  and  beautiful  which  works  over  our 
heads  and  under  our  feet.  Pitiless,  it 
avails  itself  of  our  success  when  we  obey 
it,  and  of  our  ruin  when  we  contravene 
it.  Men  are  all  secret  believers  in  it,  else 
the  word  justice  would  have  no  mean- 
ing: they  believe  that  the  best  is  the 
true;  that  right  is  done  at  last;  or  chaos 
would  come.  It  rewards  actions  after 
their  nature,  and  not  after  the  design  of 
the  agent.  'Work,'  it  saith  to  man,  'in 
every  hour,  paid  or  unpaid,  see  only 
that  thou  work,  and  thou  canst  not 
escape  the  reward:  whether  thy  work 
be  fine  or  coarse,  planting  corn  or  writ- 
ing epics,  so  only  it  be  honest  work, 
done  to  thine  own  approbation,  it  shall 
earn  a  reward  to  the  senses  as  well  as  to 
the  thought:  no  matter  how  often  de- 
feated, you  are  born  to  victory.  The  re- 
ward of  a  thing  well  done,  is  to  have 
done  it.' 

As  soon  as  a  man  is  wonted  to  look 
beyond  surfaces,  and  to  see  how  this 
high  will  prevails  without  an  exception 
or  an  interval,  he  settles  himself  into 
serenity.  He  can  already  rely  on  the  laws 
of  gravity,  that  every  stone  will  fall  where 
it  is  due;  the  good  globe  is  faithful,  and 
carries  us  securely  through  the  celestial 
spaces,  anxious  or  resigned,  we  need  not 
interfere  to  help  it  on:  and  he  will  learn 
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one  day  the  mild  lesson  they  teach,  that 
our  own  orbit  is  all  our  task,  and  we  need 
not  assist  the  administration  of  the  uni- 
verse. Do  not  be  so  impatient  to  set  the 
town  right  concerning  the  unfounded 
pretensions  and  the  false  reputation  of 
certain  men  of  standing.  They  are  labor- 
ing harder  to  set  the  town  right  con- 
cerning themselves,  and  will  certainly 
succeed.  Suppress  for  a  few  days  your 
criticism  on  the  insufficiency  of  this  or 
that  teacher  or  experimenter,  and  he 
will  have  demonstrated  his  insufficiency 
to  all  men's  eyes.  In  like  manner,  let  a 
man  fall  into  the  divine  circuits,  and  he  is 
enlarged.  Obedience  to  his  genius  is  the 
only  liberating  influence.  We  wish  to 
escape  from  subjection  and  a  sense  of 
inferiority,  and  we  make  self-denying 
ordinances,  we  drink  water,  we  eat  grass, 
we  refuse  the  laws,  we  go  to  jail:  it  is  all 
in  vain;  only  by  obedience  to  his  genius, 
only  by  the  freest  activity  in  the  way 
constitutional  to  him,  does  an  angel 
seem  to  arise  before  a  man  and  lead  him 
by  the  hand  out  of  all  the  wards  of  the 
prison. 

That  which  befits  us,  embosomed  in 
beauty  and  wonder  as  we  are,  is  cheerful- 
ness and  courage,  and  the  endeavor  to 
realize  our  aspirations.  The  life  of  man 
is  the  true  romance,  which  when  it  is 
valiantly  conducted  will  yield  the 
imagination  a  higher  joy  than  any  fiction. 
All  around  us  what  powers  are  wrapped 
up  under  the  coarse  mattings  of  cus- 
tom, and  all  wonder  prevented.  It  is  so 
wonderful  to  our  neurologists  that  a 
man  can  see  without  his  eyes,  that  it  does 
not  occur  to  them  that  it  is  just  as  won- 
derful that  he  should  see  with  them;  and 
that  is  ever  the  difference  between  the 
wise  and  the  unwise:  the  latter  wonders 
at  what  is  unusual,  the  wise  man  wonders 
at  the  usual.  Shall  not  the  heart  which 
has  received  so  much,  trust  the  Power 
by  which  it  lives?  May  it  not  quit  other 
leadings,  and  listen  to  the  Soul  that  has 
guided  it  so  gently  and  taught  it  so  much, 


secure   that   the   future   will  be   worthy 
of  the  past? 


Oliver  Wendell  Holmes 
*  1809-1894 


Oliver  Wendell  Holmes,  physician  and 
wit,  is  remembered  as  poet  for  "Old 
Ironsides,"  "The  Chambered  Nautilus," 
and  "The  Deacons  Masterpiece"  which 
tells  of  "the  wonderful  one-hoss  shay" 
as  essayist  for  his  three  Breakast  Table 
series  which  appeared  after  1857  for 
many  years  in  many  issues  of  the  At- 
lantic monthly  and  then  in  widely  ad- 
mired volumes,  and  as  writer  of  fiction 
for  "medicated  novels"  in  which  he  dis- 
cussed in  story  form  such  subjects  of  sci- 
entific and  moral  significance  as  the  in- 
heritance of  acquired  characteristics  and 
the  relation  of  unconscious  mind  to  free- 
dom of  the  will.  His  remarks  on  "The 
Brahmin  Caste  of  New  England,"  which 
speak  more  directly  to  a  point  than  many 
of  his  discursive  essays,  form  part  of  the 
opening  chapter  of  the  first  of  these 
novels,  elsie  venner,  which  first  ap- 
peared in  the  Atlantic  monthly  in 
1860  as  "The  Professors  Story." 


The  Brahmin  Caste  of  New 
England 

There  is  nothing  in  New  England  cor- 
responding at  all  to  the  feudal  aristocra- 
cies of  the  Old  World.  Whether  it  be 
owing  to  the  stock  from  which  we  were 
derived,  or  to  the  practical  working  of 
our  institutions,  or  to  the  abrogation  of 
the  technical  "law  of  honor,"  which 
draws  a  sharp  line  between  the  person- 
ally responsible  class  of  "gentlemen"  and 
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the  unnamed  multitude  of  those  who  are 
not  expected  to  risk  their  lives  for  an 
abstraction, — whatever  be  the  cause,  we 
have  no  such  aristocracy  here  as  that 
which  grew  up  out  of  the  military  sys- 
tems of  the  Middle  Ages. 

What  we  mean  by  "aristocracy"  is 
merely  the  richer  part  of  the  community, 
that  live  in  the  tallest  houses,  drive  real 
carriages,  (not  "kerridges,")  kid-glove 
their  hands,  and  French-bonnet  their 
ladies'  heads,  give  parties  where  the  per- 
sons who  call  them  by  the  above  title  are 
not  invited,  and  have  a  provokingly 
easy  way  of  dressing,  walking,  talking, 
and  nodding  to  people,  as  if  they  felt  en- 
tirely at  home,  and  would  not  be  em- 
barrassed in  the  least,  if  they  met  the 
Governor,  or  even  the  President  of  the 
United  States,  face  to  face.  Some  of 
these  great  folks  are  really  well-bred, 
some  of  them  are  only  purse-proud  and 
assuming, — but  they  form  a  class,  and 
are  named  as  above  in  the  common 
speech. 

It  is  in  the  nature  of  large  fortunes  to 
diminish  rapidly,  when  subdivided  and 
distributed.  A  million  is  the  unit  of 
wealth,  now  and  here  in  America.  It 
splits  into  four  handsome  properties; 
each  of  these  into  four  good  inheritances; 
these,  again,  into  scanty  competences 
for  four  ancient  maidens, — with  whom 
it  is  best  the  family  should  die  out,  un- 
less it  can  begin  again  as  its  great-grand- 
father did.  Now  a  million  is  a  kind  of 
golden  cheese,  which  represents  in  a 
compendious  form  the  summer's  growth 
of  a  fat  meadow  of  craft  or  commerce; 
and  as  this  kind  of  meadow  rarely  bears 
more  than  one  crop,  it  is  pretty  certain 
that  sons  and  grandsons  will  not  get 
another  golden  cheese  out  of  it,  whether 
they  milk  the  same  cows  or  turn  in  new 
ones.  In  other  words,  the  millionocracy, 
considered  in  a  large  way,  is  not  at  all 
an  affair  of  persons  and  families,  but  a 
perpetual  fact  of  money  with  a  variable 
human    element,    which    a    philosopher 


might  leave  out  of  consideration  with- 
out falling  into  serious  error.  Of  course, 
this  trivial  and  fugitive  fact  of  personal 
wealth  does  not  create  a  permanent 
class,  unless  some  special  means  are 
taken  to  arrest  the  process  of  disintegra- 
tion in  the  third  generation.  This  is  so 
rarely  done,  at  least  successfully,  that 
one  need  not  live  a  very  long  life  to 
see  most  of  the  rich  families  he  knew 
in  childhood  more  or  less  reduced,  and 
the  millions  shifted  into  the  hands  of 
the  country-boys  who  were  sweeping 
stores  and  carrying  parcels  when  the 
now  decayed  gentry  were  driving  their 
chariots,  eating  their  venison  over  silver 
chafing-dishes,  drinking  Madeira  chilled 
in  embossed  coolers,  wearing  their  hair  in 
powder,  and  casing  their  legs  in  long 
boots  with  silken  tassels. 

There  is,  however,  in  New  England, 
an  aristocracy,  if  you  choose  to  call  it  so, 
which  has  a  far  greater  character  of 
permanence.  It  has  grown  to  be  a  caste, 
— not  in  any  odious  sense, — but,  by  the 
repetition  of  the  same  influences,  genera- 
tion after  generation,  it  has  acquired  a 
distinct  organization  and  physiognomy, 
which  not  to  recognize  is  mere  stupidity, 
and  not  to  be  willing  to  describe  would 
show  a  distrust  of  the  good-nature  and  in- 
telligence of  our  readers,  who  like  to 
have  us  see  all  we  can  and  tell  all  we 
see. 

If  you  will  look  carefully  at  any  class 
of  students  in  one  of  our  colleges,  you 
will  have  no  difficulty  in  selecting  spec- 
imens of  two  different  aspects  of  youth- 
ful manhood.  Of  course  I  shall  choose 
extreme  cases  to  illustrate  the  contrast 
between  them.  In  the  first,  the  figure  is 
perhaps  robust,  but  often  otherwise, — 
inelegant,  partly  from  careless  attitudes, 
partly  from  ill-dressing, — the  face  is  un- 
couth in  feature,  or  at  least  common, — 
the  mouth  coarse  and  unformed, — the 
eye  unsympathetic,  even  if  bright, — the 
movements  of  the  face  are  clumsy,  like 
those   of   the   limbs, — the   voice   is   un- 
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musical, — and  the  enunciation  as  if  the 
words  were  coarse  castings,  instead  of 
fine  carvings.  The  youth  of  the  other  as- 
pect is  commonly  slender, — his  face  is 
smooth,  and  apt  to  be  pallid, — his  fea- 
tures are  regular  and  of  a  certain  delicacy, 
— his  eye  is  bright  and  quick, — his  lips 
play  over  the  thought  he  utters  as  a 
pianist's  fingers  dance  over  their  music, — 
and  his  whole  air,  though  it  may  be  timid, 
and  even  awkward,  has  nothing  clown- 
ish. If  you  are  a  teacher,  you  know  what 
to  expect  from  each  of  these  young  men. 
With  equal  willingness,  the  first  will  be 
slow  at  learning;  the  second  will  take  to 
his  books  as  a  pointer  or  a  setter  to  his 
field-work. 

The  first  youth  is  the  common  country- 
boy,  whose  race  has  been  bred  to  bodily 
labor.  Nature  has  adapted  the  family 
organization  to  the  kind  of  life  it  has 
lived.  The  hands  and  feet  by  constant 
use  have  got  more  than  their  share 
of  development, — the  organs  of  thought 
and  expression  less  than  their  share.  The 
finer  instincts  are  latent  and  must  be  de- 
veloped. A  youth  of  this  kind  is  raw 
material  in  its  first  stage  of  elaboration. 
You  must  not  expect  too  much  of  any 
such.  Many  of  them  have  force  of  will 
and  character,  and  become  distinguished 
in  practical  life;  but  very  few  of  them 
ever  become  great  scholars.  A  scholar 
is,  in  a  large  proportion  of  cases,  the 
son  of  scholars  or  scholarly  persons. 

That  is  exactly  what  the  other  young 
man  is.  He  comes  of  the  Brahmin  caste 
of  New  England.  This  is  the  harmless, 
inoffensive,  untitled  aristocracy  referred 
to,  and  which  many  readers  will  at 
once  acknowledge.  There  are  races  of 
scholars  among  us,  in  which  aptitude  for 
learning,  and  all  these  marks  of  it  I 
have  spoken  of,  are  congenital  and 
hereditary.  Their  names  are  always  on 
some  college  catalogue  or  other.  They 
break  out  every  generation  or  two  in 
some  learned  labor  which  calls  them  up 
after  they   seem   to  have   died   out.   At 


last  some  newer  name  takes  their  place, 
it  may  be, — but  you  inquire  a  little  and 
you  find  it  is  the  blood  of  the  Edwardses 
or  the  Chauncys  or  the  Ellerys  or  some 
of  the  old  historic  scholars,  disguised 
under  the  altered  name  of  a  female  de- 
scendant. 

There  probably  is  not  an  experienced 
instructor  anywhere  in  our  Northern 
States  who  will  not  recognize  at  once 
the  truth  of  this  general  distinction.  But 
the  reader  who  has  never  been  a  teacher 
will  very  probably  object,  that  some  of 
our  most  illustrious  public  men  have 
come  direct  from  the  homespun-clad 
class  of  the  people, — and  he  may,  per- 
haps, even  find  a  noted  scholar  or  two 
whose  parents  were  masters  of  the 
English   alphabet,   but  of  no  other. 

It  is  not  fair  to  pit  a  few  chosen 
families  against  the  great  multitude  of 
those  who  are  continually  working  their 
way  up  into  the  intellectual  classes.  The 
results  which  are  habitually  reached  by 
hereditary  training  are  occasionally 
brought  about  without  it.  There  are  nat- 
ural filters  as  well  as  artificial  ones;  and 
though  the  great  rivers  are  commonly 
more  or  less  turbid,  if  you  will  look  long 
enough,  you  may  find  a  spring  that 
sparkles  as  no  water  does  which  drips 
through  your  apparatus  of  sands  and 
sponges.  So  there  are  families  which  re- 
fine themselves  into  intellectual  aptitude 
without  having  had  much  opportunity 
for  intellectual  acquirements.  A  series  of 
felicitous  crosses  develops  an  improved 
strain  of  blood,  and  reaches  its  maximum 
perfection  at  last  in  the  large  uncombed 
youth  who  goes  to  college  and  startles 
the  hereditary  class-leaders  by  striding 
past  them  all.  That  is  Nature's  repub- 
licanism; thank  God  for  it,  but  do  not  let 
it  make  you  illogical.  The  race  of  the 
hereditary  scholar  has  exchanged  a  cer- 
tain portion  of  its  animal  vigor  for  its 
new  instincts,  and  it  is  hard  to  lead  men 
without  a  good  deal  of  animal  vigor. 
The    scholar    who    comes    by    Nature's 
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special  grace  from  an  unworn  stock  of 
broad-chested  sires  and  deep-bosomed 
mothers  must  always  overmatch  an  equal 
intelligence  with  a  compromised  and 
lowered  vitality.  A  man's  breathing  and 
digestive  apparatus  (one  is  tempted  to 
add  muscular)  are  just  as  important  to 
him  on  the  floor  of  the  Senate  as  his 
thinking  organs.  You  broke  down  in 
your  great  speech,  did  you?  Yes,  your 
grandfather  had  an  attack  of  dyspepsia 
in  '82,  after  working  too  hard  on  his 
famous  Election  Sermon.  All  this  does 
not  touch  the  main  fact:  our  scholars 
come  chiefly  from  a  privileged  order, 
just  as  our  best  fruits  come  from  well- 
known  grafts, — though  now  and  then  a 
seedling  apple,  like  the  Northern  Spy, 
or  a  seedling  pear,  like  the  Seckel, 
springs  from  a  nameless  ancestry  and 
grows  to  be  the  pride  of  all  the  gardens 
in  the  land. 


Henry  Adams 

*  1838-1918 


The  Brahmin  Caste  of  which  Dr.  Holmes 
wrote  has  had  perhaps  no  more  char- 
acteristic a  member  than  Henry  Adams, 
descended  from  two  presidents  of  the 
United  States,  but  destined  himself  to 
become  an  observer  rather  than  a  leader. 
His  achievement  as  formal  historian, 
especially  of  the  administrations  which 
separated  those  of  John  Adams  and 
John  Quincy  Adams,  is  overshadowed 
by    two    books   published   late    in    life, 

MONT-SAINT-MICHEL     AND     CHARTRES     in 

1904  and  the  education  of  henry 
adams  in  1907,  which  contrast  the  con- 
fusing multiplicity  of  Adams's  time  with 
the  more  unified  serenity  of  the  Middle 
Ages.  The  following  preliminary  explana- 
tion of  the  dilemma  which  faced  him  is 


drawn  from  the  opening  chapter  of  the 
second  of  those  books. 


The  Education  of  Henry  Adams 

Under  the  shadow  of  Boston  State 
House,  turning  its  back  on  the  house  of 
John  Hancock,  the  little  passage  called 
Hancock  Avenue  runs,  or  ran,  from 
Beacon  Street,  skirting  the  State  House 
grounds,  to  Mount  Vernon  Street,  on 
the  summit  of  Beacon  Hill;  and  there, 
in  the  third  house  below  Mount  Vernon 
Place,  February  16,  1838,  a  child  was 
born,  and  christened  later  by  his  uncle, 
the  minister  of  the  First  Church  after 
the  tenets  of  Boston  Unitarianism,  as 
Henry  Brooks  Adams. 

Had  he  been  born  in  Jerusalem  under 
the  shadow  of  the  Temple  and  circum- 
cised in  the  Synagogue  by  his  uncle  the 
high  priest,  under  the  name  of  Israel 
Cohen,  he  would  scarcely  have  been 
more  distinctly  branded,  and  not  much 
more  heavily  handicapped  in  the  races 
of  the  coming  century,  in  running  for 
such  stakes  as  the  century  had  to  offer; 
but,  on  the  other  hand,  the  ordinary 
traveller,  who  does  not  enter  the  field  of 
racing,  finds  advantage  in  being,  so  to 
speak,  ticketed  through  life,  with  the 
safeguards  of  an  old,  established  traffic. 
Safeguards  are  often  irksome,  but  some- 
times convenient,  and  if  one  needs  them 
at  all,  one  is  apt  to  need  them  badly. 
A  hundred  years  earlier,  such  safeguards 
as  his  would  have  secured  any  young 
man's  success;  and  although  in  1838 
their  value  was  not  very  great  compared 
with  what  they  would  have  been  in  1738, 
yet  the  mere  accident  of  starting  a 
twentieth-century  career  from  a  nest  of 
associations  so  colonial — so  troglodytic — 
as  the  First  Church,  the  Boston  State 
House,  Beacon  Hill,  John  Hancock  and 
John  Adams,  Mount  Vernon  Street  and 
Quincy,  all  crowded  on  ten  pounds  of  un- 


conscious  babyhood,  was  so  queer  as  to 
offer  a  subject  of  curious  speculation  to 
the  baby  long  after  he  had  witnessed 
the  solution.  What  could  become  of 
such  a  child  of  the  seventeenth  and 
eighteenth  centuries,  when  he  should 
wake  up  to  find  himself  required  to 
play  the  game  of  the  twentieth?  Had 
he  been  consulted,  would  he  have  cared 
to  play  the  game  at  all,  holding  such 
cards,  as  he  held,  and  suspecting  that 
the  game  was  to  be  one  of  which  neither 
he  nor  anyone  else  back  to  the  begin- 
ning of  time  knew  the  rules  or  the  risks 
or  the  stakes?  He  was  not  consulted  and 
was  not  responsible,  but  had  he  been 
taken  into  the  confidence  of  his  parents, 
he  would  certainly  have  told  them  to 
change  nothing  as  far  as  concerned  him. 
He  would  have  been  astounded  by  his 
own  luck.  Probably  no  child,  born  in 
the  year,  held  better  cards  than  he. 
Whether  life  was  an  honest  game  of 
chance,  or  whether  the  cards  were 
marked  and  forced,  he  could  not  refuse 
to  play  his  excellent  hand.  He  could 
never  make  the  usual  plea  of  irresponsi- 
bility. He  accepted  the  situation  as 
though  he  had  been  a  party  to  it,  and 
under  the  same  circumstances  would  do 
it  again,  the  more  readily  for  knowing 
the  exact  values.  To  his  life  as  a  whole 
he  was  a  consenting,  contracting  party, 
and  partner  from  the  moment  he  was 
born  to  the  moment  he  died.  Only  with 
that  understanding — as  a  consciously 
assenting  member  in  full  partnership 
with  the  society  of  his  age — had  his 
education  an  interest  to  himself  or  to 
others. 

As  it  happened,  he  never  got  to  the 
point  of  playing  the  game  at  all;  he  lost 
himself  in  the  study  of  it,  watching  the 
errors  of  the  players;  but  this  is  the  only 
interest  in  the  story,  which  otherwise 
has  no  moral  and  little  incident.  A  story 
of  education — seventy  years  of  it — the 
practical  value  remains  to  the  end  in 
doubt,    like    other   values    about   which 
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men  have  disputed  since  the  birth  of 
Cain  and  Abel;  but  the  practical  value 
of  the  universe  has  never  been  stated  in 
dollars.  Although  every  one  cannot  be  a 
Gargantua-Napoleon-Bismarck  and  walk 
off  with  the  great  bells  of  Notre  Dame, 
every  one  must  bear  his  own  universe, 
and  most  persons  are  moderately  inter- 
ested in  learning  how  their  neighbors 
have  managed  to  carry  theirs. 

This  problem  of  education  started  in 
1838,  went  on  for  three  years,  while 
the  baby  grew,  like  other  babies,  un- 
consciously, as  a  vegetable,  the  outside 
world  working  as  it  never  had  worked 
before,  to  get  his  new  universe  ready 
for  him.  Often  in  old  age  he  puzzled  over 
the  question  whether,  on  the  doctrine  of 
chances,  he  was  at  liberty  to  accept  him- 
self or  his  world  as  an  accident.  No  such 
accident  had  ever  happened  before  in 
human  experience.  For  him,  alone,  the 
old  universe  was  thrown  into  the  ash- 
heap  and  a  new  one  created.  He  and  his 
eighteenth-century,  troglodytic  Boston 
were  suddenly  cut  apart — separated  for- 
ever— in  act  if  not  in  sentiment,  by  the 
opening  of  the  Boston  and  Albany  Rail- 
road; the  appearance  of  the  first  Cunard 
steamers  in  the  bay;  and  the  telegraphic 
messages  which  carried  from  Baltimore 
to  Washington  the  news  that  Henry  Clay 
and  James  K.  Polk  were  nominated  for 
the  Presidency.  This  was  in  May,  1844; 
he  was  six  years  old;  his  new  world  was 
ready  for  use,  and  only  fragments  of  the 
old  met  his  eyes. 

Of  all  this  that  was  being  done  to 
complicate  his  education,  he  knew  only 
the  color  of  yellow.  He  first  found  him- 
self sitting  on  a  yellow  kitchen  floor  in 
strong  sunlight.  He  was  three  years  old 
when  he  took  his  earliest  step  in  educa- 
tion: a  lesson  in  color.  The  second  fol- 
lowed soon;  a  lesson  in  taste.  On  De- 
cember 3,  1841,  he  developed  scarlet 
fever.  For  several  days  he  was  as  good  as 
dead,  reviving  only  under  the  careful 
nursing  of  his  family.  When  he  began 


152  Henry  Adams 

to  recover  strength,  about  January  1, 
1842,  his  hunger  must  have  been  stronger 
than  any  other  pleasure  or  pain,  for 
while  in  after  life  he  retained  not  the 
faintest  recollection  of  his  illness,  he 
remembered  quite  clearly  his  aunt  enter- 
ing the  sick-room  bearing  in  her  hand 
a  saucer  with  a  baked  apple. 

The  order  of  impressions  retained  by 
memory  might  naturally  be  that  of  color 
and  taste,  although  one  would  rather 
suppose  that  the  sense  of  pain  would  be 
first  to  educate.  In  fact,  the  third  recol- 
lection of  the  child  was  that  of  discom- 
fort. The  moment  he  could  be  removed, 
he  was  bundled  up  in  blankets  and  car- 
ried from  the  little  house  in  Hancock 
Avenue  to  a  larger  one  which  his  parents 
were  to  occupy  in  the  neighboring  Mount 
Vernon  Street.  The  season  was  mid- 
winter, January  10,  1842,  and  he  never 
forgot  his  acute  distress  for  want  of  air 
under  his  blankets,  or  the  noises  of  mov- 
ing furniture. 

As  a  means  of  variation  from  a  normal 
type,  sickness  in  childhood  ought  to  have 
a  certain  value  not  to  be  classed  under 
any  fitness  or  unfitness  of  natural  selec- 
tion; and  especially  scarlet  fever  affected 
boys  seriously,  both  physically  and  in 
character,  though  they  might  through 
life  puzzle  themselves  to  decide  whether 
it  had  fitted  or  unfitted  them  for  success; 
but  this  fever  of  Henry  Adams  took 
greater  and  greater  importance  in  his 
eyes,  from  the  point  of  view  of  education, 
the  longer  he  lived.  At  first,  the  effect 
was  physical.  He  fell  behind  his  brothers 
two  or  three  inches  in  height,  and  pro- 
portionally in  bone  and  weight.  His 
character  and  processes  of  mind  seemed 
to  share  in  this  fining-down  process  of 
scale.  He  was  not  good  in  a  fight,  and 
his  nerves  were  more  delicate  than  boys' 
nerves  ought  to  be.  He  exaggerated  these 
weaknesses  as  he  grew  older.  The  habit 
of  doubt;  of  distrusting  his  own  judg- 
ment and  of  totally  rejecting  the  judg- 
ment   of    the    world;    the    tendency    to 


regard  every  question  as  open;  the  hesi- 
tation to  act  except  as  a  choice  of  evils; 
the  shirking  of  responsibility;  the  love 
of  line,  form,  quality;  the  horror  of  ennui; 
the  passion  for  companionship  and  the 
antipathy  to  society — all  these  were 
well-known  qualities  of  New  England 
character  in  no  way  peculiar  to  individ- 
uals but  in  this  instance  they  seemed  to 
be  stimulated  by  the  fever,  and  Henry 
Adams  could  never  make  up  his  mind 
whether,  on  the  whole,  the  change  of 
character  was  morbid  or  healthy,  good 
or  bad  for  his  purpose.  His  brothers  were 
the  type;  he  was  the  variation. 

As  far  as  the  boy  knew,  the  sickness 
did  not  affect  him  at  all,  and  he  grew 
up  in  excellent  health,  bodily  and  mental, 
taking  life  as  it  was  given;  accepting  its 
local  standards  without  a  difficulty,  and 
enjoying  much  of  it  as  keenly  as  any 
other  boy  of  his  age.  He  seemed  to 
think  himself  quite  normal,  and  his  com- 
panions seemed  always  to  think  him  so. 
Whatever  was  peculiar  about  him  was 
education,  not  character,  and  came  to 
him,  directly  and  indirectly,  as  the  result 
of  that  eighteenth-century  inheritance 
which  he  took  with  his  name. 

The  atmosphere  of  education  in  which 
he  lived  was  colonial,  revolutionary,  al- 
most Cromwellian,  as  though  he  were 
steeped,  from  his  greatest  grandmother's 
birth,  in  the  odor  of  political  crime.  Re- 
sistance to  something  was  the  law  of 
New  England  nature;  the  boy  looked 
out  on  the  world  with  the  instinct  of  re- 
sistance; for  numberless  generations  his 
predecessors  had  viewed  the  world 
chiefly  as  a  thing  to  be  reformed,  filled 
with  evil  forces  to  be  abolished,  and  they 
saw  no  reason  to  suppose  that  they 
had  wholly  succeeded  in  the  abolition; 
the  duty  was  unchanged.  That  duty  im- 
plied not  only  resistance  to  evil,  but 
hatred  of  it.  Boys  naturally  look  on  all 
force  as  an  enemy,  and  generally  find  it 
so,  but  the  New  Englander,  whether 
boy  or  man,  in  his  long  struggle  with 


a  stingy  or  hostile  universe,  had  learned 
also  to  love  the  pleasure  of  hating;  his 
joys  were  few.  .  .  . 

The  magnificence  of  his  grandfather 
Brooks'  house  in  Pearl  Street  or  South 
Street  has  long  ago  disappeared,  but 
perhaps  his  country  house  at  Medford 
may  still  remain  to  show  what  impressed 
the  mind  of  a  boy  in  1845  with  the  idea 
of  city  splendor.  The  President's  house 
at  Quincy  was  the  larger  and  far  more 
interesting  of  the  two;  but  the  boy  felt 
at  once  its  inferiority  in  fashion.  It 
showed  plainly  enough  its  want  of 
wealth.  It  smacked  of  colonial  age,  but 
not  of  Boston  style  or  plush  curtains. 
To  the  end  of  his  life  he  never  quite 
overcame  the  prejudice  thus  drawn  in 
with  his  childish  breath.  He  never  could 
compel  himself  to  care  for  nineteenth- 
century  style.  He  was  never  able  to 
adopt  it,  any  more  than  his  father  or 
grandfather  or  great-grandfather  had 
done.  Not  that  he  felt  it  as  particularly 
hostile,  for  he  reconciled  himself  to 
much  that  was  worse;  but  because,  for 
some  remote  reason,  he  was  born  an 
eighteenth-century  child.  .  .  . 

The  attachment  to  Quincy  was  not  al- 
together sentimental  or  wholly  sympa- 
thetic. Quincy  was  not  a  bed  of  thornless 
roses.  Even  there  the  curse  of  Cain  set 
its  mark.  There  as  elsewhere  a  cruel 
universe  combined  to  crush  a  child.  As 
though  three  or  four  vigorous  brothers 
and  sisters,  with  the  best  will,  were  not 
enough  to  crush  any  child,  every  one 
else  conspired  toward  an  education 
which  he  hated.  From  cradle  to  grave 
this  problem  of  running  order  through 
chaos,  direction  through  space,  discipline 
through  freedom,  unity  through  multi- 
plicity, has  always  been,  and  must  al- 
ways be,  the  task  of  education,  as  it  is  the 
moral  of  religion,  philosophy,  science, 
art,  politics,  and  economy;  but  a  boy's 
will  is  his  life,  and  he  dies  when  it  is 
broken,  as  the  colt  dies  in  harness, 
taking  a  new  nature  in  becoming  tame. 
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Rarely  has  a  boy  felt  kindly  toward  his 
tamers.  Between  him  and  his  masters 
has  always  been  a  war.  Henry  Adams 
never  knew  a  boy  of  his  generation  to 
like  a  master,  and  the  task  of  remaining 
on  friendly  terms  with  one's  own  family, 
in  such  a  relation,  was  never  easy.  .  .  . 
The  tone  of  Boston  society  was  colonial. 
The  true  Bostonian  always  knelt  in  self- 
abasement  before  the  majesty  of  Eng- 
lish standards;  far  from  concealing  it  as 
a  weakness,  he  was  proud  of  it  as  his 
strength.  The  eighteenth  century  ruled 
society  long  after  1850.  Perhaps  the  boy 
began  to  shake  it  off  rather  earlier  than 
most   of  his   mates. 

Indeed  this  prehistoric  stage  of  educa- 
tion ended  rather  abruptly  with  his 
tenth  year.  .  .  .  Even  then  he  felt  that 
something  was  wrong,  but  he  concluded 
that  it  must  be  Boston.  Quincy  had  al- 
ways been  right,  for  Quincy  represented 
a  moral  principle — the  principle  of  re- 
sistance to  Boston.  His  Adams  ancestors 
must  have  been  right,  since  they  were 
always  hostile  to  State  Street.  If  State 
Street  was  wrong,  Quincy  must  be  right! 
Turn  the  dilemma  as  he  pleased,  he  still 
came  back  to  the  eighteenth  century 
and  the  law  of  Resistance;  of  Truth;  of 
Duty,  and  of  Freedom. 
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Attitudes  toward  Henry  James 

Henry  James  is  at  once  the  most  and 
least  appreciated  figure  in  American 
writing.  His  authority  as  a  novelist  of 
unique  quality  and  as  an  archetypal 
American  has  grown  immeasurably  in  the 
years  since  his  death,  and  in  some  liter- 
ary circles  his  name  has  of  late  been 
turned  into  the  password  of  a  cult.  But 
at  the  same  time  he  is  still  regarded,  in 
those  circles  that  exert  the  major  influ- 
ence on  popular  education  and  intelli- 
gence, with  the  coldness  and  even  deri- 
sion that  he  encountered  in  the  most 
depressed  period  of  his  career,  when  his 
public  deserted  him  and  he  found  him- 
self almost  alone. 

To  illustrate  the  extent  to  which  he  is 
even  now  misunderstood,  let  me  cite  the 
opening  gambit  of  the  section  on  James 
in  the  College  Book  of  American  Litera- 
ture, a  text  used  in  many  schools.  "It  is 
not  certain  that  Henry  James  really  be- 
longs to  American  literature,  for  he  was 
critical  of  America  and  admired  Europe." 
The  attitude  so  automatically  expressed 
by  the  editors  of  this  academic  volume 
obviously  borders  on  caricature.  The  re- 
sponsibility for  it,  however,  must  be  laid 
at  the  door  of  all  those  critics  and  his- 
torians who,  in  response  to  a  deep  anti- 
intellectual  compulsion  or  at  the  service 
of  some  blindly  nationalistic  or  social 
creed,  are  not  content  merely  to  say  no 
to  the  claims  made  in  James's  behalf  but 
must  ever  try  to  despoil  him  utterly.  The 
strategy  is  simple:  James  was  nothing 
but  a  self-deluded,  expatriate  snob,  a 
concoctor  of  elegant  if  intricate  trifles, 
a  fugitive  from  "reality,"  etc.,  etc.  Pro- 
fessor Pattee,  a  run-of-the-mill  historian 


of  American  writing  permits  himself  the 
remark  that  James's  novels  "really  ac- 
complish nothing."  Ludwig  Lewisohn  is 
likewise  repelled  by  the  novels — "cathe- 
drals of  frosted  glass"  he  calls  them;  in 
his  opinion  only  the  shorter  narratives  are 
worth  reading.  In  his  Main  Currents  in 
American  Thought  Parrington  gives  two 
pages  to  James  against  eleven  to  James 
Branch  Cabell,  and  he  has  the  further 
temerity  (and/or  innocence)  to  round 
out  his  two  pages  with  comparing  James 
— much  to  his  disadvantage,  of  course 
— to  Sherwood  Anderson.  And  Van  Wyck 
Brooks  does  all  he  can,  in  New  England: 
Indian  Summer,  to  promote  once  more 
the  notoriously  low  estimate  of  the  later 
James  to  which  he  committed  himself  in 
The  Pilgrimage  of  Henry  James.  Brooks 
may  well  believe  that  the  Jamesian  at- 
tachment is  to  be  counted  among  the 
fixed  ideas  of  our  native  "coterie  writers" 
— and  plainly  the  best  cure  for  a  fixed 
idea  is  to  stamp  on  it. 

This  deprecation  of  James  is  prepared 
for  by  some  of  the  leading  assumptions 
of  our  culture.  The  attitude  of  Parring- 
ton, for  example,  is  formed  by  the  Pop- 
ulist spirit  of  the  West  and  its  open-air 
poetics,  whereas  that  of  Brooks  is  at 
bottom  formed  by  the  moralism  of  New 
England — a  moralism  to  which  he  has 
reverted,  even  though  in  practice  he  ap- 
plies it  in  a  more  or  less  impressionistic 
and  sentimental  manner,  with  all  the 
vehemence  of  a  penitent  atoning  for 
his  backsliding  in  the  past.  And  the  dif- 
ference between  such  typical  attitudes 
is  mainly  this:  that  while  Parrington — 
like  Whitman  and  Mark  Twain  before 
him — rejects  James  entirely,  Brooks  at 
least  recognizes  the  value  and  fidelity  to 
life  of  his  earlier  novels.  Yet  if  James  can 
be  named,  in  T.  S.  Eliot's  phrase,  "a 
positive  continuator  of  the  New  England 
genius,"  then  surely  Brooks  must  be 
aware  of  it  as  well  as  any  of  us;  for  he  is 
nothing  if  not  a  pious  servitor  of  this 
genius;  after  all,  he,  too,  is  a  paleface. 


But  still  he  scoffs  at  the  more  complex 
and,  so  to  speak,  ultimate  James.  And 
this  Brooks  does  essentially  for  the  same 
reasons,  I  think,  that  the  Boston  public 
of  the  1870's  scoffed  at  the  works  he  now 
admits  into  his  canon.  We  know  that 
when  the  first  of  James's  books  appeared 
in  America,  they  were  actively  disliked 
in  Boston:  Mrs.  Fields  (the  wife  of  the 
publisher)  relates  that  they  were  thought 
"self-conscious,  artificial  and  shallow."  A 
like  animus  is  now  betrayed  in  Brooks's 
statement  of  such  novels  as  The  Spoils 
of  Poynton,  The  Wings  of  the  Dove,  and 
The  Golden  Bowl: 

Magnificent  pretensions,  petty  perform- 
ances!— the  fruits  of  an  irresponsible  imagina- 
tion, of  a  deranged  sense  of  value,  of  a  mind 
working  in  a  void,  uncorrected  by  any  clear 
consciousness  of  human  cause  and  effect 
(The  Pilgrimage  of  Henry  James). 

There  was  scarcely  enough  substance  in 
these  great  ghosts  of  novels.  .  .  .  What  con- 
cerned him  now  was  form,  almost  regardless 
of  content,  the  problems  of  calculation  and 
construction.  .  .  .  His  American  characters 
might  be  nobler,  but,  if  the  old  world 
was  corrupt,  its  glamor  outweighed  its  cor- 
ruption in  his  mind  ...  so  that  he  later 
pictured  people,  actually  base,  as  eminent, 
noble  and  great  (New  England:  Indian 
Summer). 

What  are  such  extreme  statements  if 
not  critical  rationalizations  of  the  orig- 
inal Boston  prejudice?  Brooks  begins  by 
magnifying  the  distinctions  between 
James's  early  and  late  manner  into  an 
absolute  contradiction,  and  ends  by  in- 
voking the  charge  of  degeneracy.  But  the 
fact  is  that  the  changes  in  James's  work 
mark  no  such  gap  as  Brooks  supposes  but 
are  altogether  implicit  in  the  quality  of 
his  vision,  flowing  from  the  combined  re- 
lease and  elaboration  of  his  basic  tend- 
ency. Moreover,  these  changes,  far  from 
justifying  the  charge  of  degeneracy,  de- 
fine for  a  good  many  of  his  readers  the 
one  salient  example  in  our  literature  of  a 
novelist  who,  not  exhausted  by  his  initial 
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assertion  of  power,  learned  how  to  nour- 
ish his  gifts  and  grow  to  full  maturity. 
To  me  he  is  the  only  really  fine  Amer- 
ican writer  of  the  nineteenth  century  who 
can  truly  be  said  to  have  mastered  that 
"principle  of  growth,"  to  the  failure  of 
which  in  our  creative  life  Brooks  has 
himself  repeatedly  called  attention  in  his 
earlier  preachments. 

For  what  is  to  be  admired  in  a  late 
narrative  like  The  Wings  of  The  Dove 
is  James's  capacity  to  lift  the  nuclear 
theme  of  his  first  period — the  theme  of 
the  American  innocent's  penetration  into 
the  "rich  and  deep  and  dark"  hive  of 
Europe — to  a  level  of  conscious  experi- 
ence and  aesthetic  possession  not  pre- 
viously attained.  James  orders  his  world 
with  consummate  awareness  in  this  nar- 
rative, applying  successfully  his  favorite 
rule  of  an  "exquisite  economy"  in  com- 
position. There  are  brilliant  scenes  in  it 
of  London  and  Venice,  and  strongly  con- 
trasted symbols  of  social  glamor  and  de- 
cay; it  is  invigorated,  too,  by  an  un- 
flagging realism  in  the  plotting  of  act 
and  motive  and  by  the  large  movement 
of  the  characters.  No  literary  standpoint 
that  allows  for  the  dismissal  of  this  crea- 
tion as  a  "petty  performance"  can  pos- 
sibly be  valid.  Is  its  heroine,  Milly 
Theale,  a  character  without  reality?  She 
remains  in  our  mind,  writes  Edmund 
Wilson,  "as  a  personality  independent  of 
the  novel,  the  kind  of  personality,  deeply 
felt,  invested  with  poetic  beauty  and  un- 
mistakably individualized,  which  only 
the  creators  of  the  first  rank  can  give 
life  to." 

James  suffers  from  a  certain  one- 
sidedness,  to  be  sure.  This  tends  to  throw 
off  balance  such  readers  as  are  unable  to 
see  it  for  what  it  is — the  price  he  paid, 
given  the  circumstances  of  his  career,  for 
being  faithful  to  his  own  genius.  For 
James  could  continue  to  develop  and 
sustain  his  "appeal  to  a  high  refinement 
and  a  handsome  wholeness  of  effect" 
only   through  intensively   exploiting  his 
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very  limitations,  through  submitting  him- 
self to  a  process  of  creative  yet  cruel 
self -exaggeration.  The  strain  shows  in  the 
stylization  of  his  language,  a  stylization 
so  rich  that  it  turns  into  an  intellectual 
quality  of  rare  value,  but  which  at  times 
is  apt  to  become  overwrought  and  drop 
into  unconscious  parody.  It  is  further 
shown  in  his  obsessive  refinement — a 
veritable  delirium  of  refinement — which 
again  serves  at  times  to  remove  us  from 
the  actuality  of  the  represented  experi- 
ence. This  should  be  related  to  his  all- 
too-persistent  attempts,  as  Yvor  Winters 
has  observed,  to  make  the  sheer  tone  of 
speech  and  behavior  "carry  vastly  more 
significance  than  is  proper  to  it."  It  is 
true  that,  for  instance,  in  novels  like  The 
Sense  of  the  Past  and  The  Awkward  Age, 
he  pushes  his  feelings  for  nuances  and 
discriminations  to  an  unworkable  ex- 
treme. But  such  distortions,  inflated  into 
awful  vices  by  his  detractors,  are  of  the 
kind  which  in  one  form  or  another  not 
only  James  but  most  of  the  considerable 
modern  artists  are  forced  to  cultivate  as 
a  means  of  coping  with  the  negative  en- 
vironment that  confines  them.  To  regard 
such  distortions  as  the  traits  of  a  willful 
coterie  is  utterly  naive.  They  are  the 
traits,  rather,  of  an  art  which,  if  it  is  to 
survive  at  all  in  a  society  inimical  to  all 
interests  that  are  pure,  gratuitous,  and 
without  cash  value,  has  no  other  recourse 
save  constantly  to  "refine  its  singularities" 
and  expose  itself  more  and  more  to  the 
ravages  of  an  unmitigated  individualism. 
But  in  all  this  I  do  not  mean  to  imply 
that  I  agree  with  those  enthusiasts  who 
see  no  moral  defects  whatsoever  in 
James.  From  the  viewpoint  of  social 
criticism,  there  is  a  good  deal  of  justice 
in  Ferner  Nuhn's  mordant  analysis  of 
The  Golden  Bowl.  Nuhn  shows  up  one 
such  defect  in  James's  close  identifica- 
tion with  Adam  and  Maggie  Verver's 
upper-class  American  illusions  and  self- 
righteousness.  (One  is  persuaded  of  this 
view  by  the  evidence  of  the  tone  and  the 


inner  manipulation  of  the  scale  of  value, 
for  here  too  the  author  makes  the  story 
"tell  itself.")  Nuhn  fails  to  bring  out, 
however,  the  enormous  assets  with  which 
this  novel  is  otherwise  endowed.  There 
is  a  use  of  symbols  in  it  and  a  scenic  and 
dramatic  power  scarcely  equaled,  to  my 
mind,  anywhere  in  American  prose. 
Furthermore,  whatever  one  may  think  of 
the  millionaire  self-indulgence  of  the 
Ververs,  this  is  a  far  cry  from  the  charge 
that  his  long  exile  put  James  into  such 
a  bad  state  that  he  could  no  longer  dis- 
tinguish between  the  noble  and  the  base. 
This  sort  of  charge  is  answered  once  and 
for  all,  it  seems  to  me,  by  Stephen 
Spender  in  his  study,  The  Destructive 
Element: 

The  morality  of  the  heroes  and  heroines 
[in  the  last  great  novels]  is  to  "suffer  gen- 
erously." What  they  have  to  suffer  from  is 
being  more  intelligent  than  the  other  char- 
acters. Also,  there  are  no  villains.  It  is  im- 
portant to  emphasize  this,  because  in  these 
really  savage  novels  the  behavior  of  some 
of  the  characters  is  exposed  in  its  most 
brutal  form.  But  the  wickedness  of  the  char- 
acters lies  primarily  in  their  situation.  Once 
the  situation  is  provided,  the  actors  can- 
not act  otherwise.  Their  only  compensation 
is  that  by  the  use  of  their  intelligence,  by 
their  ability  to  understand,  to  love  and  to 
suffer,  they  may  to  some  extent  atone  for 
the  evil  which  is  simply  the  evil  of  the 
modern  world. 

As  against  the  sundry  moralizers  and 
nationalists  who  belittle  James,  there  are 
the  cultists  who  go  to  the  other  extreme 
in  presenting  him  as  a  kind  of  culture 
hero,  an  ideal  master  whose  perfection 
of  form  is  equaled  by  his  moral  insight 
and  stanch  allegiance  to  "tradition."  This 
image  is,  no  doubt,  of  consolatory  value 
to  some  high-minded  literary  men.  It 
contributes,  however,  to  the  misunder- 
standing of  James,  in  that  it  is  so  im- 
peccable, one  might  say  transcendent, 
that  it  all  but  eliminates  the  contradic- 
tions in  him — and  in  modern  literature, 
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which  bristles  with  anxieties  and  ideas  of 
isolation,  it  is  above  all  the  creativity,  the 
depth  and  quality  of  the  contradictions 
that  a  writer  unites  within  himself,  that 
gives  us  the  truest  measure  of  his  achieve- 
ment. And  this  is  not  primarily  a  matter 
of  the  solutions,  if  any,  provided  by  the 
writer — for  it  is  hardly  the  writer's  busi- 
ness to  stand  in  for  the  scientist  or  philos- 
opher— but  of  his  force  and  integrity  in 
reproducing  these  contradictions  as  felt 
experience.  Very  few  of  us  would  be  able 
to  appreciate  Dostoevski,  for  instance,  if 
we  first  had  to  accept  his  answer  to  the 
problem  of  the  Christian  man,  or  Proust 
if  we  first  had  to  accept  his  answer  to  the 
problem  of  the  artist.  We  appreciate 
these  novelists  because  they  employ 
imaginative  means  that  convince  us  of 
the  reality  of  their  problems,  which  are 
not  necessarily  ours. 

T.  S.  Eliot  was  surely  right  in  saying 
that  the  soil  of  James's  origin  imparted 
a  "flavor"  that  was  "precisely  improved 
and  given  its  chance,  not  worked  off"  by 
his  living  in  Europe.  Now  James  differs 
radically  in  his  contradictions  from  Euro- 
pean novelists — that  is  why  readers  lack- 
ing a  background  in  American  or  at  least 
Anglo-Saxon  culture  make  so  little  of 
him.  And  the  chief  contradiction  is  that 
his  work  represents  a  positive  and  ardent 
search  for  "experience"  and  simultane- 
ously a  withdrawal  from  it,  or  rather  a 
dread  of  approaching  it  in  its  natural 
state.  Breaking  sharply  with  the  then 
still  dominant  American  morality  of  ab- 
stention, he  pictures  "experience"  as  the 
"real  taste  of  fife,"  as  a  longed-for  "pres- 
ence" at  once  "vast,  vague,  and  dazzling 
— an  irradiation  of  light  from  objects 
undefined,  mixed  with  the  atmosphere 
of  Paris  and  Venice."  Nevertheless,  to 
prove  truly  acceptable,  it  must  first  be 
Americanized  as  it  were,  that  is  to  say, 
penetrated  by  the  new-world  conscience 
and  cleansed  of  its  taint  of  "evil."  This 
tension  between  the  impulse  to  plunge 
into  "experience"  and  the  impulse  to  re- 


nounce it  is  the  chief  source  of  the  inter- 
nal yet  astonishingly  abundant  Jamesian 
emotion;  and  because  the  tension  is  not 
always  adequately  resolved,  we  some- 
times get  that  effect,  so  well  described 
by  Glenway  Wescott,  of  "embarrassed 
passion  and  hinted  meaning  in  excess  of 
the  narrated  facts;  the  psychic  content 
is  too  great  for  its  container  of  elegantly 
forged  happenings;  it  all  overflows  and 
slops  about  and  is  magnificently  wasted." 
On  this  side  of  James  we  touch  upon  his 
relationship  to  Hawthorne,  whose  char- 
acters, likewise  tempted  by  "experience," 
are  held  back  by  the  fear  of  sin.  And 
Hawthorne's  ancestral  idea  of  sin  sur- 
vives in  James,  though  in  a  secularized 
form.  It  has  entered  the  sensibility  and 
been  translated  into  a  revulsion,  an  ex- 
asperated feeling,  almost  morbid  in  its 
sensitiveness,  against  any  conceivable 
crudity  of  scene  or  crudity  of  conduct. 
(The  trouble  with  American  life,  he 
wrote,  is  not  that  it  is  "ugly" — the  ugly 
can  be  strange  and  grotesque — but  that 
it  is  "plain";  "even  nature,  in  the  west- 
ern world,  has  the  peculiarity  of  seeming 
rather  crude  and  immature.")  Any  fail- 
ure of  discrimination  is  sin,  whereas  vir- 
tue is  a  compound  of  intelligence,  moral 
delicacy,  and  the  sense  of  the  past. 

And  Hawthorne's  remembrance  of  the 
religious  mythology  of  New  England  and 
his  fanciful  concern  with  it  is  replaced 
in  James — and  this  too  is  a  kind  of  trans- 
mutation— by  the  remembrance  and  fan- 
ciful concern  with  history.  It  was  for 
the  sake  of  Europe's  historical  "opu- 
lence" that  he  left  his  native  land.  Yet 
this  idea  is  also  managed  by  him  in  a 
contradictory  fashion,  and  for  this  reason 
W.  C.  Brownell  was  able  to  say  that  he 
showed  no  real  interest  in  the  "course  of 
history."  Now,  as  a  critic,  Brownell  had 
no  eye  for  James's  historical  picture  of 
the  American  experience  in  Europe;  but 
it  is  true  that  on  the  whole  James's  sense 
of  history  is  restricted  by  the  point  of 
view   of   the   "passionate   pilgrim"   who 
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comes  to  enrich  his  personality.  Thus 
there  is  produced  the  Jamesian  concep- 
tion of  history  as  a  static  yet  irreproach- 
able standard,  a  beautiful  display,  a 
treasured  background,  whose  function  is 
at  once  to  adorn  and  lend  perspective  to 
his  well-nigh  metaphysical  probing  of 
personal  relations,  of  the  private  life. 
There  never  was  a  writer  so  immersed  in 
personal  relations,  and  his  consistency  in 
this  respect  implies  an  antihistorical  atti- 
tude. This  helps  to  explain  the  peculiar- 
ities of  his  consciousness,  which  is  intel- 
lectual yet  at  the  same  time  indifferent 
to  general  ideas,  deeply  comprehensive 
yet  unattached  to  any  open  philosophical 
motive. 

These  contradictions  in  James — and 
there  are  others  besides  those  I  have 
mentioned — are  chiefly  to  be  accounted 
for  in  terms  of  his  situation  as  an  Amer- 


ican writer  who  experienced  his  national- 
ity and  the  social  class  to  which  he  be- 
longed at  once  as  an  ordeal  and  as  an 
inspiration.  His  characteristic  themes  all 
express  this  doubleness.  The  "great 
world"  is  corrupt,  yet  it  represents  an 
irresistible  goal.  Innocence  points  to  all 
the  wanted  things  one  has  been  de- 
prived of,  yet  it  is  profound  in  its  good 
faith  and  not  to  be  tampered  with  with- 
out loss.  History  and  culture  are  the 
supreme  ideal,  but  why  not  make  of 
them  a  strictly  private  possession?  Europe 
is  romance  and  reality  and  civilization, 
but  the  spirit  resides  in  America.  James 
never  faltered  in  the  maze  of  these  con- 
traries; he  knew  how  to  take  hold  of  them 
creatively  and  weave  them  into  the  web 
of  his  art.  And  the  secret  of  their  com- 
bination is  the  secret  of  his  irony,  and 
of  his  humor. 
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Emerson's  conception  of  the  poet  is  not 
greatly  different  from  that  held  by  such 
slightly  older  English  contemporaries  as 
Wordsworth,  Coleridge,  and  Shelley: 
truth,  goodness,  and  beauty  were  aspects 
of  a  single  whole,  so  that  Keats,  for  ex- 
ample, could  say  with  confidence  that 
beauty  was  truth.  The  poet  is  a  seer  who 
through  the  magic  of  words  expresses 
truths  which  have  always  existed  but 
which  have  not  been  revealed  before. 
"The  Poet"  opens  Emerson's  1844  col- 
lection Of  ESSAYS:    SECOND  SERIES. 
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A  moody  child  and  wildly  wise 
Pursued  the  game  with  joyful  eyes, 
Which  chose,  like  meteors,  their  way, 
And  rived  the  dark  with  private  ray: 
They  overleapt  the  horizon's  edge, 
Searched  with  Apollo's  privilege; 
Through  man,  and  woman,  and  sea,  and 

star 
Saw  the  dance  of  nature  forward  far; 
Through  worlds,  and  races,  and  terms, 

and  times 
Saw  musical  order,  and  pairing  rhymes. 

Olympian  bards  who  sung 

Divine  ideas  below, 
Which  always  find  us  young, 

And  always  keep  us  so. 

Those  who  are  esteemed  umpires  of 
taste  are  often  persons  who  have  ac- 
quired some  knowledge  of  admired  pic- 
tures or  sculptures,  and  have  an  inclina- 
tion for  whatever  is  elegant;  but  if  you 
inquire  whether  they  are  beautiful  souls, 


and  whether  their  own  acts  are  like  fair 
pictures,  you  learn  that  they  are  selfish 
and  sensual.  Their  cultivation  is  local,  as 
if  you  should  rub  a  log  of  dry  wood  in 
one  spot  to  produce  fire,  all  the  rest  re- 
maining cold.  Their  knowledge  of  the 
fine  arts  is  some  study  of  rules  and  par- 
ticulars, or  some  limited  judgment  of 
color  or  form,  which  is  exercised  for 
amusement  or  for  show.  It  is  a  proof  of 
the  shallowness  of  the  doctrine  of  beauty 
as  it  lies  in  the  minds  of  our  amateurs, 
that  men  seem  to  have  lost  the  perception 
of  the  instant  dependence  of  form  upon 
soul.  There  is  no  doctrine  of  forms  in  our 
philosophy.  We  were  put  into  our  bodies, 
as  fire  is  put  into  a  pan  to  be  carried 
about;  but  there  is  no  accurate  adjust- 
ment between  the  spirit  and  the  organ, 
much  less  is  the  latter  the  germination 
of  the  former.  So  in  regard  to  other 
forms,  the  intellectual  men  do  not  be- 
lieve in  any  essential  dependence  of  the 
material  world  on  thought  and  volition. 
Theologians  think  it  a  pretty  air-castle 
to  talk  of  the  spiritual  meaning  of  a  ship 
or  a  cloud,  of  a  city  or  a  contract,  but 
they  prefer  to  come  again  to  the  solid 
ground  of  historical  evidence;  and  even 
the  poets  are  contented  with  a  civil  and 
conformed  manner  of  living,  and  to  write 
poems  from  the  fancy,  at  a  safe  distance 
from  their  own  experience.  But  the  high- 
est minds  of  the  world  have  never  ceased 
to  explore  the  double  meaning,  or  shall 
I  say  the  quadruple  or  the  centuple  or 
much  more  manifold  meaning,  of  every 
sensuous  fact;  Orpheus,  Empedocles, 
Heraclitus,  Plato,  Plutarch,  Dante,  Swe- 
denborg,  and  the  masters  of  sculpture, 
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picture  and  poetry.  For  we  are  not  pans 
and  barrows,  nor  even  porters  of  the  fire 
and  torch-bearers,  but  children  of  the 
fire,  made  of  it,  and  only  the  same  di- 
vinity transmuted  and  at  two  or  three 
removes,  when  we  know  least  about  it. 
And  this  hidden  truth,  that  the  fountains 
whence  all  this  river  of  Time  and  its 
creatures  floweth  are  intrinsically  ideal 
and  beautiful,  draws  us  to  the  considera- 
tion of  the  nature  and  functions  of  the 
Poet,  or  the  man  of  Beauty;  to  the  means 
and  materials  he  uses,  and  to  the  general 
aspect  of  the  art  in  the  present  time. 

The  breadth  of  the  problem  is  great, 
for  the  poet  is  representative.  He  stands 
among  partial  men  for  the  complete  man, 
and  apprises  us  not  of  his  wealth,  but  of 
the  common  wealth.  The  young  man 
reveres  men  of  genius,  because,  to  speak 
truly,  they  are  more  himself  than  he  is. 
They  receive  of  the  soul  as  he  also  re- 
ceives, but  they  more.  Nature  enhances 
her  beauty,  to  the  eye  of  loving  men, 
from  their  belief  that  the  poet  is  behold- 
ing her  shows  at  the  same  time.  He  is 
isolated  among  his  contemporaries  by 
truth  and  by  his  art,  but  with  this  con- 
solation in  his  pursuits,  that  they  will 
draw  all  men  sooner  or  later.  For  all 
men  live  by  truth  and  stand  in  need  of 
expression.  In  love,  in  art,  in  avarice,  in 
politics,  in  labor,  in  games,  we  study  to 
utter  our  painful  secret.  The  man  is  only 
half  himself,  the  other  half  is  his  expres- 
sion. 

Notwithstanding  this  necessity  to  be 
published,  adequate  expression  is  rare. 
I  know  not  how  it  is  that  we  need  an 
interpreter,  but  the  great  majority  of 
men  seem  to  be  minors,  who  have  not 
yet  come  into  possession  of  their  own,  or 
mutes,  who  cannot  report  the  conversa- 
tion they  have  had  with  nature.  There 
is  no  man  who  does  not  anticipate  a 
supersensual  utility  in  the  sun  and  stars, 
earth  and  water.  These  stand  and  wait  to 
render  him  a  peculiar  service.  But  there 
is  some  obstruction  or  some  excess  of 


phlegm  in  our  constitution,  which  does 
not  suffer  them  to  yield  the  due  effect. 
Too  feeble  fall  the  impressions  of  nature 
on  us  to  make  us  artists.  Every  touch 
should  thrill.  Every  man  should  be  so 
much  an  artist  that  he  could  report  in 
conversation  what  had  befallen  him.  Yet, 
in  our  experience,  the  rays  or  appulses 
have  sufficient  force  to  arrive  at  the 
senses,  but  not  enough  to  reach  the 
quick  and  compel  the  reproduction  of 
themselves  in  speech.  The  poet  is  the 
person  in  whom  these  powers  are  in  bal- 
ance, the  man  without  impediment,  who 
sees  and  handles  that  which  others 
dream  of,  traverses  the  whole  scale  of 
experience,  and  is  representative  of  man, 
in  virtue  of  being  the  largest  power  to 
receive  and  to  impart. 

For  the  Universe  has  three  children, 
born  at  one  time,  which  reappear  under 
different  names  in  every  system  of 
thought,  whether  they  be  called  cause, 
operation  and  effect;  or,  more  poetically, 
Jove,  Pluto,  Neptune;  or,  theologically, 
the  Father,  the  Spirit  and  the  Son;  but 
which  we  will  call  here  the  Knower,  the 
Doer  and  the  Sayer.  These  stand  respec- 
tively for  the  love  of  truth,  for  the  love 
of  good,  and  for  the  love  of  beauty. 
These  three  are  equal.  Each  is  that 
which  he  is,  essentially,  so  that  he  can- 
not be  surmounted  or  analyzed,  and  each 
of  these  three  has  the  power  of  the  others 
latent  in  him  and  his  own,  patent. 

The  poet  is  the  sayer,  the  namer,  and 
represents  beauty.  He  is  a  sovereign,  and 
stands  on  the  centre.  For  the  world  is 
not  painted  or  adorned,  but  is  from  the 
beginning  beautiful;  and  God  has  not 
made  some  beautiful  things,  but  Beauty 
is  the  creator  of  the  universe.  Therefore 
the  poet  is  not  any  permissive  potentate, 
but  is  emperor  in  his  own  right.  Criticism 
is  infested  with  a  cant  of  materialism, 
which  assumes  that  manual  skill  and  ac- 
tivity is  the  first  merit  of  all  men,  and 
disparages  such  as  say  and  do  not,  over- 
looking the  fact  that  some  men,  namely 
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poets,  are  natural  sayers,  sent  into  the 
world  to  the  end  of  expression,  and  con- 
founds them  with  those  whose  province 
is  action  but  who  quit  it  to  imitate  the 
sayers.  But  Homer's  words  are  as  costly 
and  admirable  to  Homer  as  Agamem- 
non's victories  are  to  Agamemnon.  The 
poet  does  not  wait  for  the  hero  or  the 
sage,  but,  as  they  act  and  think  primarily, 
so  he  writes  primarily  what  will  and 
must  be  spoken,  reckoning  the  others, 
though  primaries  also,  yet,  in  respect  to 
him,  secondaries  and  servants;  as  sitters 
or  models  in  the  studio  of  a  painter,  or 
as  assistants  who  bring  building-materials 
to  an  architect. 

For  poetry  was  all  written  before  time 
was,  and  whenever  we  are  so  finely  or- 
ganized that  we  can  penetrate  into  that 
region  where  the  air  is  music,  we  hear 
those  primal  warblings  and  attempt  to 
write  them  down,  but  we  lose  ever  and 
anon  a  word  or  a  verse  and  substitute 
something  of  our  own,  and  thus  mis- 
write  the  poem.  The  men  of  more  deli- 
cate ear  write  down  these  cadences  more 
faithfully,  and  these  transcripts,  though 
imperfect,  become  the  songs  of  the  na- 
tions. For  nature  is  as  truly  beautiful  as 
it  is  good,  or  as  it  is  reasonable,  and 
must  as  much  appear  as  it  must  be  done, 
or  be  known.  Words  and  deeds  are  quite 
indifferent  modes  of  the  divine  energy. 
Words  are  also  actions,  and  actions  are 
a  kind  of  words. 

The  sign  and  credentials  of  the  poet 
are  that  he  announces  that  which  no  man 
foretold.  He  is  the  true  and  only  doctor; 
he  knows  and  tells;  he  is  the  only  teller 
of  news,  for  he  was  present  and  privy  to 
the  appearance  which  he  describes.  He 
is  a  beholder  of  ideas  and  an  utterer  of 
the  necessary  and  causal.  For  we  do  not 
speak  now  of  men  of  poetical  talents,  or 
of  industry  and  skill  in  metre,  but  of  the 
true  poet.  I  took  part  in  a  conversation 
the  other  day  concerning  a  recent  writer 
of  lyrics,  a  man  of  subtle  mind,  whose 
head  appeared  to  be  a  music-box  of  deli- 


cate tunes  and  rhythms,  and  whose  skill 
and  command  of  language  we  could  not 
sufficiently  praise.  But  when  the  question 
arose  whether  he  was  not  only  a  lyrist 
but  a  poet,  we  were  obliged  to  confess 
that  he  is  plainly  a  contemporary,  not 
an  eternal  man.  He  does  not  stand  out 
of  our  low  limitations,  like  a  Chimborazo 
under  the  line,  running  up  from  a  torrid 
base  through  all  the  climates  of  the 
globe,  with  belts  of  the  herbage  of  every 
latitude  on  its  high  and  mottled  sides; 
but  this  genius  is  the  landscape-garden 
of  a  modern  house,  adorned  with  foun- 
tains and  statues,  with  well-bred  men 
and  women  standing  and  sitting  in  the 
walks  and  terraces.  We  hear,  through  all 
the  varied  music,  the  ground-tone  of  con- 
ventional life.  Our  poets  are  men  of 
talents  who  sing,  and  not  the  children 
of  music.  The  argument  is  secondary,  the 
finish  of  the  verses  is  primary. 

For  it  is  not  metres,  but  a  metre- 
making  argument  that  makes  a  poem — 
a  thought  so  passionate  and  alive  that 
like  the  spirit  of  a  plant  or  an  animal  it 
has  an  architecture  of  its  own,  and 
adorns  nature  with  a  new  thing.  The 
thought  and  the  form  are  equal  in  the 
order  of  time,  but  in  the  order  of  genesis 
the  thought  is  prior  to  the  form.  The 
poet  has  a  new  thought;  he  has  a  whole 
new  experience  to  unfold;  he  will  tell  us 
how  it  was  with  him,  and  all  men  will  be 
the  richer  in  his  fortune.  For  the  experi- 
ence of  each  new  age  requires  a  new 
confession,  and  the  world  seems  always 
waiting  for  its  poet.  I  remember  when  I 
was  young  how  much  I  was  moved  one 
morning  by  tidings  that  genius  had  ap- 
peared in  a  youth  who  sat  near  me  at 
table.  He  had  left  his  work  and  gone 
rambling  none  knew  whither,  and  had 
written  hundreds  of  lines,  but  could  not 
tell  whether  that  which  was  in  him  was 
therein  told;  he  could  tell  nothing  but 
that  all  was  changed — man,  beast, 
heaven,  earth  and  sea.  How  gladly  we 
listened!  how  credulous!  Society  seemed 


164  Ralph  Waldo  Emerson 

to  be  compromised.  We  sat  in  the  aurora 
of  a  sunrise  which  was  to  put  out  all  the 
stars.  Boston  seemed  to  be  at  twice  the 
distance  it  had  the  night  before,  or  was 
much  farther  than  that.  Rome — what  was 
Rome?  Plutarch  and  Shakspeare  were  in 
the  yellow  leaf,  and  Homer  no  more 
should  be  heard  of.  It  is  much  to  know 
that  poetry  has  been  written  this  very 
day,  under  this  very  roof,  by  your  side. 
What!  that  wonderful  spirit  has  not  ex- 
pired! These  stony  moments  are  still 
sparkling  and  animated!  I  had  fancied 
that  the  oracles  were  all  silent,  and  na- 
ture had  spent  her  fires;  and  behold!  all 
night  from  every  pore,  these  fine  auroras 
have  been  streaming.  Every  one  has 
some  interest  in  the  advent  of  the  poet, 
and  no  one  knows  how  much  it  may 
concern  him.  We  know  that  the  secret  of 
the  world  is  profound,  but  who  or  what 
shall  be  our  interpreter,  we  know  not. 
A  mountain  ramble,  a  new  style  of  face, 
a  new  person,  may  put  the  key  into  our 
hands.  Of  course  the  value  of  genius  to 
us  is  in  the  veracity  of  its  report.  Talent 
may  frolic  and  juggle;  genius  realizes  and 
adds.  Mankind  in  good  earnest  have 
availed  so  far  in  understanding  them- 
selves and  their  work,  that  the  foremost 
watchman  on  the  peak  announces  his 
news.  It  is  the  truest  word  ever  spoken, 
and  the  phrase  will  be  the  fittest,  most 
musical,  and  the  unerring  voice  of  the 
world  for  that  time. 

All  that  we  call  sacred  history  attests 
that  the  birth  of  a  poet  is  the  principal 
event  in  chonology.  Man,  never  so  often 
deceived,  still  watches  for  the  arrival 
of  a  brother  who  can  hold  him  steady  to 
a  truth  until  he  has  made  it  his  own.  With 
what  joy  I  begin  to  read  a  poem  which 
I  confide  in  as  an  inspiration!  And  now 
my  chains  are  to  be  broken;  I  shall 
mount  above  these  clouds  and  opaque 
airs  in  which  I  live — opaque,  though  they 
seem  transparent — and  from  the  heaven 
of  truth  I  shall  see  and  comprehend  my 
relations.  That  will  reconcile  me  to  life 


and  renovate  nature,  to  see  trifles  ani- 
mated by  a  tendency,  and  to  know  what 
I  am  doing.  Life  will  no  more  be  a  noise; 
now  I  shall  see  men  and  women,  and 
know  the  signs  by  which  they  may  be 
discerned  from  fools  and  satans.  This  day 
shall  be  better  than  my  birthday:  then 
I  became  an  animal;  now  I  am  invited 
into  the  science  of  the  real.  Such  is  the 
hope,  but  the  fruition  is  postponed. 
Oftener  it  falls  that  this  winged  man, 
who  will  carry  me  into  the  heaven,  whirls 
me  into  mists,  then  leaps  and  frisks  about 
with  me  as  it  were  from  cloud  to  cloud, 
still  affirming  that  he  is  bound  heaven- 
ward; and  I,  being  myself  a  novice,  am 
slow  in  perceiving  that  he  does  not  know 
the  way  into  the  heavens,  and  is  merely 
bent  that  I  should  admire  his  skill  to  rise 
like  a  fowl  or  a  flying  fish,  a  little  way 
from  the  ground  or  the  water;  but  the 
all-piercing,  all-feeding  and  ocular  air  of 
heaven  that  man  shall  never  inhabit.  I 
tumble  down  again  soon  into  my  old 
nooks,  and  lead  the  life  of  exaggerations 
as  before,  and  have  lost  my  faith  in  the 
possibility  of  any  guide  who  can  lead  me 
thither  where  I  would  be. 

But,  leaving  these  victims  of  vanity, 
let  us,  with  new  hope,  observe  how  na- 
ture, by  worthier  impulses,  has  insured 
the  poet's  fidelity  to  his  office  of  an- 
nouncement and  affirming,  namely  by  the 
beauty  of  things,  which  becomes  a  new 
and  higher  beauty  when  expressed.  Na- 
ture offers  all  her  creatures  to  him  as  a 
picture-language.  Being  used  as  a  type, 
a  second  wonderful  value  appears  in  the 
object,  far  better  than  its  old  value;  as 
the  carpenter's  stretched  cord,  if  you 
hold  your  ear  close  enough,  is  musical  in 
the  breeze.  "Things  more  excellent  than 
every  image,"  says  Jamblichus,  "are  ex- 
pressed through  images."  Things  admit  of 
being  used  as  symbols  because  nature 
is  a  symbol,  in  the  whole,  and  in  every 
part.  Every  line  we  can  draw  in  the 
sand  has  expression;  and  there  is  no  body 
without  its  spirit  or  genius.  All  form  is  an 
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effect  of  character;  all  condition,  of  the 
quality  of  the  life;  all  harmony,  of  health; 
and  for  this  reason  a  perception  of  beauty 
should  be  sympathetic,  or  proper  only 
to  the  good.  The  beautiful  rests  on  the 
foundations  of  the  necessary.  The  soul 
makes  the  body,  as  the  wise  Spenser 
teaches: — 

So  every  spirit,  as  it  is  more  pure, 

And  hath  in  it  the  more  of  heavenly  light, 

So  it  the  fairer  body  doth  procure 

To  habit  in,  and  it  more  fairly  dight, 

With  cheerful  grace  and  amiable  sight. 

For,  of  the  soul,  the  body  form  doth  take, 

For  soul  is  form,  and  doth  the  body  make. 

Here  we  find  ourselves  suddenly  not  in 
a  critical  speculation  but  in  a  holy  place, 
and  should  go  very  warily  and  reverently. 
We  stand  before  the  secret  of  the  world, 
there  where  Being  passes  into  Appear- 
ance and  Unity  into  Variety. 

The  Universe  is  the  externization  of 
the  soul.  Wherever  the  life  is,  that  bursts 
into  appearance  around  it.  Our  science 
is  sensual,  and  therefore  superficial.  The 
earth  and  the  heavenly  bodies,  physics 
and  chemistry,  we  sensually  treat,  as  if 
they  were  self -existent;  but  these  are  the 
retinue  of  that  Being  we  have.  "The 
mighty  heaven,"  said  Proclus,  "exhibits, 
in  its  transfigurations,  clear  images  of  the 
splendor  of  intellectual  perceptions; 
being  moved  in  conjunction  with  the 
unapparent  periods  of  intellectual  na- 
tures." Therefore  science  always  goes 
abreast  with  the  just  elevation  of  the 
man,  keeping  step  with  religion  and 
metaphysics;  or  the  state  of  science  is  an 
index  of  our  self-knowledge.  Since  every 
thing  in  nature  answers  to  a  moral  power, 
if  any  phenomenon  remains  brute  and 
dark  it  is  because  the  corresponding  fac- 
ulty in  the  observer  is  not  yet  active. 

No  wonder  then,  if  these  waters  be  so 
deep,  that  we  hover  over  them  with  a 
religious  regard.  The  beauty  of  the  fable 
proves  the  importance  of  the  sense;  to 
the  poet,  and  to  all  others;   or,   if  you 


please,  every  man  is  so  far  a  poet  as  to 
be  susceptible  of  these  enchantments  of 
nature;  for  all  men  have  the  thoughts 
whereof  the  universe  is  the  celebration. 
I  find  that  the  fascination  resides  in  the 
symbol.  Who  loves  nature?  Who  does 
not?  Is  it  only  poets,  and  men  of  leisure 
and  cultivation,  who  live  with  her?  No; 
but  also  hunters,  farmers,  grooms  and 
butchers,  though  they  express  their  af- 
fection in  their  choice  of  life  and  not  in 
their  choice  of  words.  The  writer  won- 
ders what  the  coachman  or  the  hunter 
values  in  riding,  in  horses  and  dogs. 
It  is  not  superficial  qualities.  When  you 
talk  with  him  he  holds  these  at  as  slight 
a  rate  as  you.  His  worship  is  sympathetic; 
he  has  no  definitions,  but  he  is  com- 
manded in  nature  by  the  living  power 
which  he  feels  to  be  there  present.  No 
imitation  or  playing  of  these  things 
would  content  him;  he  loves  the  earnest 
of  the  north  wind,  of  rain,  of  stone  and 
wood  and  iron.  A  beauty  not  explicable 
is  dearer  than  a  beauty  which  we  can 
see  to  the  end  of.  It  is  nature  the  sym- 
bol, nature  certifying  the  supernatural, 
body  overflowed  by  life  which  he  wor- 
ships with  coarse  but  sincere  rites. 

The  inwardness  and  mystery  of  this 
attachment  drive  men  of  every  class  to 
the  use  of  emblems.  The  schools  of  poets 
and  philosophers  are  not  more  intoxicated 
with  their  symbols  than  the  populace 
with  theirs.  In  our  political  parties,  com- 
pute the  power  of  badges  and  emblems. 
See  the  great  ball  which  they  roll  from 
Baltimore  to  Bunker  Hill!  In  the  political 
processions,  Lowell  goes  in  a  loom,  and 
Lynn  in  a  shoe,  and  Salem  in  a  ship. 
Witness  the  cider-barrel,  the  log-cabin, 
the  hickory-stick,  the  palmetto,  and  all 
the  cognizances  of  party.  See  the  power 
of  national  emblems.  Some  stars,  lilies, 
leopards,  a  crescent,  a  lion,  an  eagle, 
or  other  figure  which  came  into  credit 
God  knows  how,  on  an  old  rag  of  bun- 
ting, blowing  in  the  wind  on  a  fort  at  the 
ends  of  the  earth,  shall  make  the  blood 
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tingle  under  the  rudest  or  the  most  con- 
ventional exterior.  The  people  fancy  they 
hate  poetry,  and  they  are  all  poets  and 
mystics! 

Beyond  this  universality  of  the  sym- 
bolic language,  we  are  appraised  of  the 
divineness  of  this  superior  use  of  things, 
whereby  the  world  is  a  temple  whose 
walls  are  covered  with  emblems,  pictures 
and  commandments  of  the  Deity — in  this, 
that  there  is  no  fact  in  nature  which  does 
not  carry  the  whole  sense  of  nature;  and 
the  distinctions  which  we  make  in  events 
and  in  affairs,  of  low  and  high,  honest 
and  base,  disappear  when  nature  is 
used  as  a  symbol.  Thought  makes  every- 
thing fit  for  use.  The  vocabulary  of  an 
omniscient  man  would  embrace  words 
and  images  excluded  from  polite  con- 
versation. What  would  be  base,  or  even 
obscene,  to  the  obscene,  becomes  illus- 
trious, spoken  in  a  new  connection  of 
thought.  The  piety  of  the  Hebrew  proph- 
ets purges  their  grossness.  The  circum- 
cision is  an  example  of  the  power  of 
poetry  to  raise  the  low  and  offensive. 
Small  and  mean  things  serve  as  well  as 
great  symbols.  The  meaner  the  type  by 
which  a  law  is  expressed,  the  more  pun- 
gent it  is,  and  the  more  lasting  in  the 
memories  of  men;  just  as  we  choose  the 
smallest  box  or  case  in  which  any  needful 
utensil  can  be  carried.  Bare  lists  of  words 
are  found  suggestive  to  an  imaginative 
and  excited  mind;  as  it  is  related  of  Lord 
Chatham  that  he  was  accustomed  to  read 
in  Bailey's  Dictionary  when  he  was  pre- 
paring to  speak  in  Parliament.  The  poor- 
est experience  is  rich  enough  for  all  the 
purposes  of  expressing  thought.  Why 
covet  a  knowledge  of  new  facts?  Day 
and  night,  house  and  garden,  a  few 
books,  a  few  actions  serve  us  as  well  as 
would  all  trades  and  all  spectacles.  We 
are  far  from  having  exhausted  the  sig- 
nificance of  the  few  symbols  we  use.  We 
can  come  to  use  them  yet  with  a  terrible 
simplicity.  It  does  not  need  that  a  poem 
should  be  long.  Every  word  was  once 
a  poem.   Every  new  relation  is  a  new 


word.  Also  we  use  defects  and  deform- 
ities to  a  sacred  purpose,  so  expressing 
our  sense  that  the  evils  of  the  world  are 
such  only  to  the  evil  eye.  In  the  old 
mythology,  mythologists  observe,  defects 
are  ascribed  to  divine  natures,  as  lame- 
ness to  Vulcan,  blindness  to  Cupid,  and 
the  like — to  signify  exuberances. 

For  as  it  is  dislocation  and  detach- 
ment from  the  life  of  God  that  makes 
things  ugly,  the  poet,  who  re-attaches 
things  to  nature  and  the  Whole — re- 
attaching even  artificial  things  and  viola- 
tion of  nature,  to  nature,  by  a  deeper  in- 
sight— disposes  very  easily  of  the  most 
disagreeable  facts.  Readers  of  poetry  see 
the  factory-village  and  the  railway,  and 
fancy  that  the  poetry  of  the  landscape  is 
broken  up  by  these;  for  these  works  of  art 
are  not  yet  consecrated  in  their  reading; 
but  the  poet  sees  them  fall  within  the 
great  Order  not  less  than  the  beehive 
or  the  spider's  geometrical  web.  Nature 
adopts  them  very  fast  into  her  vital  cir- 
cles, and  the  gliding  train  of  cars  she 
loves  like  her  own.  Besides,  in  a  cen- 
tred mind,  it  signifies  nothing  how 
many  mechanical  inventions  you  exhibit. 
Though  you  add  millions,  and  never  so 
surprising,  the  fact  of  mechanics  has  not 
gained  a  grain's  weight.  The  spiritual 
fact  remains  unalterable,  by  many  or  by 
few  particulars;  as  no  mountain  is  of  any 
appreciable  height  to  break  the  curve  of 
the  sphere.  A  shrewd  country-boy  goes 
to  the  city  for  the  first  time,  and  the 
complacent  citizen  is  not  satisfied  with 
his  little  wonder.  It  is  not  that  he  does 
not  see  all  the  fine  houses  and  know  that 
he  never  saw  such  before,  but  he  disposes 
of  them  as  easily  as  the  poet  finds  place 
for  the  railway.  The  chief  value  of  the 
new  fact  is  to  enhance  the  great  and 
constant  fact  of  Life,  which  can  dwarf 
any  and  every  circumstance,  and  to  which 
the  belt  of  wampum  and  the  commerce 
of  America  are  alike. 

The  world  being  thus  put  under  the 
mind  for  verb  and  noun,  the  poet  is  he 
who  can  articulate  it.  For  though  life  is 
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great,  and  fascinates  and  absorbs;  and 
though  all  men  are  intelligent  of  the 
symbols  through  which  it  is  named;  yet 
they  cannot  originally  use  them.  We  are 
symbols  and  inhabit  symbols;  workmen, 
work,  and  tools,  words  and  things,  birth 
and  death,  all  are  emblems;  but  we  sym- 
pathize with  the  symbols,  and  being  in- 
fatuated with  the  economical  uses  of 
things,  we  do  not  know  that  they  are 
thoughts.  The  poet,  by  an  ulterior  in- 
tellectual perception,  gives  them  a  power 
which  makes  their  old  use  forgotten,  and 
puts  eyes  and  a  tongue  into  every  dumb 
and  inanimate  object.  He  perceives  the 
independence  of  the  thought  on  the  sym- 
bol, the  stability  of  the  thought,  the  ac- 
cidency  and  fugacity  of  the  symbol.  As 
the  eyes  of  Lyncaeus  were  said  to  see 
through  the  earth,  so  the  poet  turns  the 
world  to  glass,  and  shows  us  all  things  in 
their  right  series  and  procession.  For 
through  that  better  perception  he  stands 
one  step  nearer  to  things,  and  sees  the 
flowing  or  metamorphosis;  perceives  that 
thought  is  multiform;  that  within  the 
form  of  every  creature  is  a  force  impelling 
it  to  ascend  into  a  higher  form;  and 
following  with  his  eyes  the  life,  uses  the 
forms  which  express  that  life,  and  so  his 
speech  flows  with  the  flowing  of  nature. 
All  the  facts  of  the  animal  economy,  sex, 
nutriment,  gestation,  birth,  growth,  are 
symbols  of  the  passage  of  the  world  into 
the  soul  of  man,  to  suffer  there  a  change 
and  reappear  a  new  and  higher  fact.  He 
uses  forms  according  to  the  life,  and  not 
according  to  the  form.  This  is  true  sci- 
ence. The  poet  alone  knows  astronomy, 
chemistry,  vegetation  and  animation,  for 
he  does  not  stop  at  these  facts,  but  em- 
ploys them  as  signs.  He  knows  why  the 
plain  or  meadow  of  space  was  strown 
with  these  flowers  we  call  suns  and  moons 
and  stars;  why  the  great  deep  is  adorned 
with  animals,  with  men,  and  gods;  for 
in  every  word  he  speaks  he  rides  on  them 
as  the  horses  of  thought. 

By  virtue  of  this  science  the  poet  is 
the  Namer  or  Language-maker,  naming 


things  sometimes  after  their  appearance, 
sometimes  after  their  essence,  and  giving 
to  every  one  its  own  name  and  not  an- 
other's, thereby  rejoicing  the  intellect, 
which  delights  in  detachments  or  bound- 
ary. The  poets  made  all  the  words,  and 
therefore  language  is  the  archives  of  his- 
tory, and,  if  we  must  say  it,  a  sort  of 
tomb  of  the  muses.  For  though  the  origin 
of  most  of  our  words  is  forgotten,  each 
word  was  at  first  a  stroke  of  genius,  and 
obtained  currency  because  for  the  mo- 
ment it  symbolized  the  world  to  the  first 
speaker  and  to  the  hearer.  The  etymolo- 
gist finds  the  deadest  word  to  have  been 
once  a  brilliant  picture.  Language  is  fos- 
sil poetry.  As  the  limestone  of  the  con- 
tinent consists  of  infinite  masses  of  the 
shells  of  animalcules,  so  language  is  made 
up  of  images  or  tropes,  which  now,  in 
their  secondary  use,  have  long  ceased 
to  remind  us  of  their  poetic  origin.  But 
the  poet  names  the  thing  because  he  sees 
it,  or  comes  one  step  nearer  to  it  than  any 
other.  This  expression  or  naming  is  not 
art,  but  a  second  nature,  grown  out  of 
the  first,  as  a  leaf  out  of  a  tree.  What  we 
call  nature  is  a  certain  self -regulated  mo- 
tion or  change;  and  nature  does  all  things 
by  her  own  hands,  and  does  not  leave 
another  to  baptize  her  but  baptizes  her- 
self; and  this  through  the  metamorphosis 
again.  I  remember  that  a  certain  poet 
described    it    to    me   thus: — 

Genius  is  the  activity  which  repairs  the 
decays  of  things,  whether  wholly  or  partly 
of  a  material  and  finite  kind.  Nature,  through 
all  her  kingdoms,  insures  herself.  Nobody 
cares  for  planting  the  poor  fungus;  so  she 
shakes  down  from  the  gills  of  one  agaric 
countless  spores,  any  one  of  which,  being 
preserved,  transmits  new  billions  of  spores 
to-morrow  or  next  day.  The  new  agaric  of 
this  hour  has  a  chance  which  the  old  one 
had  not.  This  atom  of  seed  is  thrown  into 
a  new  place,  not  subject  to  the  accidents 
which  destroyed  its  parent  two  rods  off. 
She  makes  a  man;  and  having  brought  him 
to  ripe  age,  she  will  no  longer  run  the  risk 
of  losing  this  wonder  at  a  blow,  but  she 
detaches  from  him  a  new  self,  that  the  kind 
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may  be  safe  from  accidents  to  which  the 
individual  is  exposed.  So  when  the  soul  of 
the  poet  has  come  to  ripeness  of  thought, 
she  detaches  and  sends  away  from  it  its 
poems  or  songs — a  fearless,  sleepless,  death- 
less progeny,  which  is  not  exposed  to  the 
accidents  of  the  weary  kingdom  of  time;  a 
fearless,  vivacious  offspring,  clad  with  wings 
( such  was  the  virtue  of  the  soul  out  of  which 
they  came)  which  carry  them  fast  and  far, 
and  infix  them  irrecoverably  into  the  hearts 
of  men.  These  wings  are  the  beauty  of  the 
poet's  soul.  The  songs,  thus  flying  immortal 
from  their  mortal  parent,  are  pursued  by 
clamorous  flights  of  censures,  which  swarm 
in  far  greater  numbers  and  threaten  to  de- 
vour them;  but  these  last  are  not  winged. 
At  the  end  of  a  very  short  leap  they  fall 
plump  down  and  rot,  having  received  from 
the  souls  out  of  which  they  came  no  beauti- 
ful wings.  But  the  melodies  of  the  poet  as- 
cend and  leap  and  pierce  into  the  deeps  of 
infinite  time. 

So  far  the  bard  taught  me,  using  his 
freer  speech.  But  nature  has  a  higher  end, 
in  the  production  of  new  individuals, 
than  security,  namely  ascension,  or  the 
passage  of  the  soul  into  higher  forms.  I 
knew  in  my  younger  days  the  sculptor 
who  made  the  statue  of  the  youth  which 
stands  in  the  public  garden.  He  was,  as 
I  remember,  unable  to  tell  directly  what 
made  him  happy  or  unhappy,  but  by 
wonderful  indirections  he  could  tell.  He 
rose  one  day,  according  to  his  habit,  be- 
fore the  dawn,  and  saw  the  morning 
break,  grand  as  the  eternity  out  of  which 
it  came,  and  for  many  days  after,  he 
strove  to  express  this  tranquillity,  and  lo! 
his  chisel  had  fashioned  out  of  marble 
the  form  of  a  beautiful  youth,  Phos- 
phorus, whose  aspect  is  such  that  it  is 
said  all  persons  who  look  on  it  become 
silent.  The  poet  also  resigns  himself  to 
his  mood,  and  that  thought  which  agi- 
tated him  is  expressed,  but  alter  idem, 
in  a  manner  totally  new.  The  expression 
is  organic,  or  the  new  type  which  things 
themselves  take  when  liberated.  As,  in 
the  sun,  objects  paint  their  images  on 
the  retina  of  the  eye,  so  they,  sharing  the 


aspiration  of  the  whole  universe,  tend  to 
paint  a  far  more  delicate  copy  of  their 
essence  in  his  mind.  Like  the  meta- 
morphosis of  things  into  higher  organic 
forms  is  their  change  into  melodies.  Over 
everything  stands  its  dasmon  or  soul,  and, 
as  the  form  of  the  thing  is  reflected  by  the 
eye,  so  the  soul  of  the  thing  is  reflected 
by  a  melody.  The  sea,  the  mountain- 
ridge,  Niagara,  and  every  flower-bed,  pre- 
exist, or  super-exist,  in  pre-cantations, 
which  sail  like  odors  in  the  air,  and  when 
any  man  goes  by  with  an  ear  sufficiently 
fine,  he  overhears  them  and  endeavors 
to  write  down  the  notes  without  diluting 
or  depraving  them.  And  herein  is  the 
legitimation  of  criticism,  in  the  mind's 
faith  that  the  poems  are  a  corrupt  ver- 
sion of  some  text  in  nature  with  which 
they  ought  to  be  made  to  tally.  A  rhyme 
in  one  of  our  sonnets  should  not  be  less 
pleasing  than  the  iterated  nodes  of  a  sea- 
shell,  or  the  resembling  difference  of  a 
group  of  flowers.  The  pairing  of  the  birds 
is  an  idyl,  not  tedious  as  our  idyls  are;  a 
tempest  is  a  rough  ode,  without  falsehood 
or  rant;  a  summer,  with  its  harvest  sown, 
reaped  and  stored,  is  an  epic  song,  sub- 
ordinating how  many  admirably  exe- 
cuted parts.  Why  should  not  the  sym- 
metry and  truth  that  modulate  these, 
glide  into  our  spirits,  and  we  participate 
the  invention  of  nature? 

This  insight,  which  expresses  itself  by 
what  is  called  Imagination,  is  a  very  high 
sort  of  seeing,  which  does  not  come  by 
study,  but  by  the  intellect  being  where 
and  what  it  sees;  by  sharing  the  path  or 
circuit  of  things  through  forms,  and  so 
making  them  translucid  to  others.  The 
path  of  things  is  silent.  Will  they  suffer 
a  speaker  to  go  with  them?  A  spy  they 
will  not  suffer;  a  lover,  a  poet,  is  the 
transcendency  of  their  own  nature — him 
they  will  suffer.  The  condition  of  true 
naming,  on  the  poet's  part,  is  his  resign- 
ing himself  to  the  divine  aura  which 
breathes  through  forms,  and  accompany- 
ing that. 
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It  is  a  secret  which  every  intellectual 
man  quickly  learns,  that  beyond  the  en- 
ergy of  his  possessed  and  conscious  intel- 
lect he  is  capable  of  a  new  energy  (as  of 
an  intellect  doubled  on  itself),  by  aban- 
donment to  the  nature  of  things;  that  be- 
side his  privacy  of  power  as  an  indi- 
vidual man,  there  is  a  great  public  power 
on  which  he  can  draw,  by  unlocking,  at 
all  risks,  his  human  doors,  and  suffering 
the  ethereal  tides  to  roll  and  circulate 
through  him;  then  he  is  caught  up  into 
the  life  of  the  Universe,  his  speech  is 
thunder,  his  thought  is  law,  and  his  words 
are  universally  intelligible  as  the  plants 
and  animals.  The  poet  knows  that  he 
speaks  adequately  then  only  when  he 
speaks  somewhat  wildly,  or  "with  the 
flower  of  the  mind";  not  with  the  in- 
tellect used  as  an  organ,  but  with  the 
intellect  released  from  all  service  and  suf- 
fered to  take  its  direction  from  its  celes- 
tial life;  or  as  the  ancients  were  wont  to 
express  themselves,  not  with  intellect 
alone  but  with  the  intellect  inebriated  by 
nectar.  As  the  traveller  who  has  lost  his 
way  throws  his  reins  on  his  horse's  neck 
and  trusts  to  the  instinct  of  the  animal 
to  find  his  road,  so  must  we  do  with  the 
divine  animal  who  carries  us  through  this 
world.  For  if  in  any  manner  we  can 
stimulate  this  instinct,  new  passages  are 
opened  for  us  into  nature;  the  mind 
flows  into  and  through  things  hardest  and 
highest,  and  the  metamorphosis  is  pos- 
sible. 

This  is  the  reason  why  bards  love  wine, 
mead,  narcotics,  coffee,  tea,  opium,  the 
fumes  of  sandalwood  and  tobacco,  or 
whatever  other  procurers  of  animal  ex- 
hilaration. All  men  avail  themselves  of 
such  means  as  they  can,  to  add  this  ex- 
traordinary power  to  their  normal  pow- 
ers; and  to  this  end  they  prize  conversa- 
tion, music,  pictures,  sculpture,  dancing, 
theatres,  travelling,  war,  mobs,  fires, 
gaming,  politics,  or  love,  or  science,  or 
animal  intoxication — which  are  several 
coarser  or  finer  guflsi-mechanical  substi- 


tutes for  the  true  nectar,  which  is  the 
ravishment  of  the  intellect  by  coming 
nearer  to  the  fact.  These  are  auxiliaries  to 
the  centrifugal  tendency  of  a  man,  to  his 
passage  out  into  free  space,  and  they  help 
him  to  escape  the  custody  of  that  body 
in  which  he  is  pent  up,  and  of  that  jail- 
yard  of  individual  relations  in  which  he  is 
enclosed.  Hence  a  great  number  of  such 
as  were  professionally  expressers  of 
Beauty,  as  painters,  poets,  musicians  and 
actors,  have  been  more  than  others  wont 
to  lead  a  life  of  pleasure  and  indulgence; 
all  but  the  few  who  received  the  true 
nectar;  and,  as  it  was  a  spurious  mode 
of  attaining  freedom,  as  it  was  an  eman- 
cipation not  into  the  heavens  but  into 
the  freedom  of  baser  places,  they  were 
punished  for  that  advantage  they  won, 
by  a  dissipation  and  deterioration.  But 
never  can  any  advantage  be  taken  of  na- 
ture by  a  trick.  The  spirit  of  the  world, 
the  great  calm  presence  of  the  Creator, 
comes  not  forth  to  the  sorceries  of  opium 
or  of  wine.  The  sublime  vision  comes  to 
the  pure  and  simple  soul  in  a  clean  and 
chaste  body.  That  is  not  an  inspiration, 
which  we  owe  to  narcotics,  but  some 
counterfeit  excitement  and  fury.  Milton 
says  that  the  lyric  poet  may  drink  wine 
and  live  generously,  but  the  epic  poet,  he 
who  shall  sing  of  the  gods  and  their 
descent  unto  men,  must  drink  water  out 
of  a  wooden  bowl.  For  poetry  is  not 
'Devil's  wine,'  but  God's  wine.  It  is  with 
this  as  it  is  with  toys.  We  fill  the  hands 
and  nurseries  of  our  children  with  all 
manner  of  dolls,  drums  and  horses;  with- 
drawing their  eyes  from  the  plain  face 
and  sufficing  objects  of  nature,  the  sun 
and  moon,  the  animals,  the  water  and 
stones,  which  should  be  their  toys.  So 
the  poet's  habit  of  living  should  be  set 
on  a  key  so  low  that  the  common  influ- 
ences should  delight  him.  His  cheerful- 
ness should  be  the  gift  of  the  sunlight; 
the  air  should  suffice  for  his  inspiration, 
and  he  should  be  tipsy  with  water.  That 
spirit  which  suffices  quiet  hearts,  which 
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seems  to  come  forth  to  such  from  every 
dry  knoll  of  sere  grass,  from  every  pine 
stump  and  half -imbedded  stone  on  which 
the  dull  March  sun  shines,  comes  forth 
to  the  poor  and  hungry,  and  such  as  are 
of  simple  taste.  If  thou  fill  thy  brain  with 
Boston  and  New  York,  with  fashion  -md 
covetousness,  and  wilt  stimulate  thy 
jaded  senses  with  wine  and  French  cof- 
fee, thou  shalt  find  no  radiance  of  wis- 
dom in  the  lonely  waste  of  the  pine 
woods. 

If  the  imagination  intoxicates  the  poet, 
it  is  not  inactive  in  other  men.  The  meta- 
morphosis excites  in  the  beholder  an  emo- 
tion of  joy.  The  use  of  symbols  has  a  cer- 
tain power  of  emancipation  and  exhilara- 
tion for  all  men.  We  seem  to  be  touched 
by  a  wand  which  makes  us  dance  and 
run  about  happily,  like  children.  We  are 
like  persons  who  come  out  of  a  cave 
or  cellar  into  the  open  air.  This  is  the 
effect  on  us  of  tropes,  fables,  oracles  and 
all  poetic  forms.  Poets  are  thus  liberating 
gods.  Men  have  really  got  a  new  sense, 
and  found  within  their  world  another 
world,  or  nest  of  worlds;  for,  the  meta- 
morphosis once  seen,  we  divine  that  it 
does  not  stop.  I  will  not  now  consider 
how  much  this  makes  the  charm  of  al- 
gebra and  the  mathematics,  which  also 
have  their  tropes,  but  it  is  felt  in  every 
definition;  as  when  Aristotle  defines 
space  to  be  an  immovable  vessel  in  which 
things  are  contained;  or  when  Plato  de- 
fines a  line  to  be  a  flowing  point;  or  figure 
to  be  a  bound  of  solid;  and  many  the 
like.  What  a  joyful  sense  of  freedom  we 
have  when  Vitruvius  announces  the  old 
opinion  of  artists  that  no  architect  can 
build  any  house  well  who  does  not  know 
something  of  anatomy.  When  Socrates, 
in  Charmides,  tells  us  that  the  soul  is 
cured  of  its  maladies  by  cert-rn  incanta- 
tions, and  that  these  incantations  are 
beautiful  reasons,  from  which  temperance 
is  generated  in  souls;  when  Plato  calls 
the  world  an  animal,  and  Timaeus  affirms 
that  the  plants  also  are  animals;  or  af- 


firms a  man  to  be  a  heavenly  tree,  grow- 
ing with  his  root,  which  is  his  head,  up- 
ward; and,  as  George  Chapman,  follow- 
ing him,  writes, 

So  in  our  tree  of  man,  whose  nervie  root 
Springs  in  his  top; — 

when  Orpheus  speaks  of  hoariness  as 
"that  white  flower  which  marks  extreme 
old  age";  when  Proclus  calls  the  universe 
the  statue  of  the  intellect;  when  Chaucer, 
in  his  praise  of  'Gentilesse/  compares 
good  blood  in  mean  condition  to  fire, 
which,  though  carried  to  the  darkest 
house  betwixt  this  and  the  mount  of 
Caucasus,  will  yet  hold  its  natural  office 
and  burn  as  bright  as  if  twenty  thousand 
men  did  it  behold;  when  John  saw,  in 
the  Apocalypse,  the  ruin  of  the  world 
through  evil,  and  the  stars  fall  from 
heaven  as  the  fig  tree  casteth  her  un- 
timely fruit;  when  Aesop  reports  the 
whole  catalogue  of  common  daily  rela- 
tions through  the  masquerade  of  birds 
and  beasts;  we  take  the  cheerful  hint  of 
the  immortality  of  our  essence  and  its 
versatile  habit  and  escapes,  as  when  the 
gypsies  say  of  themselves  "it  is  in  vain 
to  hang  them,  they  cannot  die." 

The  poets  are  thus  liberating  gods.  The 
ancient  British  bards  had  for  the  title 
of  their  order,  "Those  who  are  free 
throughout  the  world."  They  are  free, 
and  they  make  free.  An  imaginative  book 
renders  us  much  more  service  at  first, 
by  stimulating  us  through  its  tropes,  than 
afterward  when  we  arrive  at  the  precise 
sense  of  the  author.  I  think  nothing  is  of 
any  value  in  books  excepting  the  tran- 
scendental and  extraordinary.  If  a  man  is 
inflamed  and  carried  away  by  his  thought, 
to  that  degree  that  he  forgets  the  authors 
and  the  public  and  heeds  only  this  one 
dream  which  holds  him  like  an  insanity, 
let  me  read  his  paper,  and  you  may  have 
all  the  arguments  and  histories  and  criti- 
cism. All  the  value  which  attaches 
to  Pythagoras,  Paracelsus,  Cornelius 
Agrippa,    Cardan,    Kepler,    Swedenborg, 
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Schelling,  Oken,  or  any  other  who  in- 
troduces questionable  facts  into  his  cos- 
mogony, as  angels,  devils,  magic,  as- 
trology, palmistry,  mesmerism,  and  so  on, 
is  the  certificate  we  have  of  departure 
from  routine,  and  that  there  is  a  new  wit- 
ness. That  also  is  the  best  success  in  con- 
versation, the  magic  of  liberty,  which 
puts  the  world  like  a  ball  in  our  hands. 
How  cheap  even  the  liberty  then  seems; 
how  mean  to  study,  when  an  emotion 
communicates  to  the  intellect  the  power 
to  sap  and  upheave  nature;  how  great 
the  perspective!  nations,  times,  systems, 
enter  and  disappear  like  threads  in  tapes- 
try of  large  figure  and  many  colors; 
dream  delivers  us  to  dream,  and  while 
the  drunkenness  lasts  we  will  sell  our 
bed,  our  philosophy,  our  religion,  in  our 
opulence. 

There  is  good  reason  why  we  should 
prize  this  liberation.  The  fate  of  the  poor 
shepherd,  who,  blinded  and  lost  in  the 
snowstorm,  perishes  in  a  drift  within  a 
few  feet  of  his  cottage  door,  is  an  em- 
blem of  the  state  of  man.  On  the  brink 
of  the  waters  of  life  and  truth,  we  are 
miserably  dying.  The  inaccessibleness  of 
every  thought  but  that  we  are  in,  is  won- 
derful. What  if  you  come  near  to  it;  you 
are  as  remote  when  you  are  nearest  as 
when  you  are  farthest.  Every  thought  is 
also  a  prison;  every  heaven  is  also  a 
prison.  Therefore  we  love  the  poet,  the 
inventor,  who  in  any  form,  whether  in 
an  ode  or  in  an  action  or  in  looks  and  be- 
havior, has  yielded  us  a  new  thought.  He 
unlocks  our  chains  and  admits  us  to  a 
new  scene. 

This  emancipation  is  dear  to  all  men, 
and  the  power  to  impart  it,  as  it  must 
come  from  greater  depth  and  scope  of 
thought,  is  a  measure  of  intellect.  There- 
fore all  books  of  the  imagination  endure, 
all  which  ascend  to  that  truth  that  the 
writer  sees  nature  beneath  him,  and  uses 
it  as  his  exponent.  Every  verse  or  sen- 
tence possessing  this  virtue  will  take  care 
of  its  own  immortality.  The  religions  of 


the  world  are  the  ejaculations  of  a  few 
imaginative  men. 

But  the  quality  of  the  imagination  is 
to  flow,  and  not  to  freeze.  The  poet  did 
not  stop  at  the  color  or  the  form,  but 
read  their  meaning;  neither  may  he  rest 
in  this  meaning,  but  he  makes  the  same 
objects  exponents  of  his  new  thought. 
Here  is  the  difference  betwixt  the  poet 
and  the  mystic,  that  the  last  nails  a  sym- 
bol to  one  sense,  which  was  a  true  sense 
for  a  moment,  but  soon  becomes  old 
and  false.  For  all  symbols  are  fluxional; 
all  language  is  vehicular  and  transitive, 
and  is  good,  as  ferries  and  horses  are,  for 
conveyance,  not  as  farms  and  houses  are, 
for  homestead.  Mysticism  consists  in  the 
mistake  of  an  accidental  and  individual 
symbol  for  an  universal  one.  The  morn- 
ing-redness happens  to  be  the  favorite 
meteor  to  the  eyes  of  Jacob  Behmen, 
and  comes  to  stand  to  him  for  truth  and 
faith;  and,  he  believes,  should  stand  for 
the  same  realities  to  every  reader.  But 
the  first  reader  prefers  as  naturally  the 
symbol  of  a  mother  and  child,  or  a  gar- 
dener and  his  bulb,  or  a  jeweller  polish- 
ing a  gem.  Either  of  these,  or  of  a  myr- 
iad more,  are  equally  good  to  the  person 
to  whom  they  are  significant.  Only  they 
must  be  held  lightly,  and  be  very  will- 
ingly translated  into  the  equivalent 
terms  which  others  use.  And  the  mystic 
must  be  steadily  told — All  that  you  say 
is  just  as  true  without  the  tedious  use  of 
that  symbol  as  with  it.  Let  us  have  a  lit- 
tle algebra,  instead  of  this  trite  rhetoric 
— universal  signs,  instead  of  these  village 
symbols — and  we  shall  both  be  gainers. 
The  history  of  hierarchies  seems  to  show 
that  all  religious  error  consisted  in  mak- 
ing the  symbol  too  stark  and  solid,  and 
was  at  last  nothing  but  an  excess  of  the 
organ  of  language. 

Swedenborg,  of  all  men  in  the  recent 
ages,  stands  eminently  for  the  translator 
of  nature  into  thought.  I  do  not  know  the 
man  in  history  to  whom  things  stood  so 
uniformly   for   words.    Before    him    the 
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metamorphosis  continually  plays.  Every- 
thing on  which  his  eye  rests,  obeys  the 
impulses  of  moral  nature.  The  figs  be- 
come grapes  whilst  he  eats  them.  When 
some  of  his  angels  affirmed  a  truth,  the 
laurel  twig  which  they  held  blossomed 
in  their  hands.  The  noise  which  at  a  dis- 
tance appeared  like  gnashing  and  thump- 
ing, on  coming  nearer  was  found  to  be 
the  voice  of  disputants.  The  men  in  one 
of  his  visions,  seen  in  heavenly  light, 
appeared  like  dragons,  and  seemed  in 
darkness;  but  to  each  other  they  ap- 
peared as  men,  and  when  the  light  from 
heaven  shone  into  their  cabin,  they  com- 
plained of  the  darkness,  and  were  com- 
pelled to  shut  the  window  that  they 
might  see. 

There  was  this  perception  in  him 
which  makes  the  poet  or  seer  an  object 
of  awe  and  terror,  namely  that  the  same 
man  or  society  of  men  may  wear  one  as- 
pect to  themselves  and  their  companions, 
and  a  different  aspect  to  higher  intelli- 
gences. Certain  priests,  whom  he  de- 
scribes as  conversing  very  learnedly  to- 
gether, appeared  to  the  children  who 
were  at  some  distance,  like  dead  horses; 
and  many  the  like  misappearances.  And 
instantly  the  mind  inquires  whether  these 
fishes  under  the  bridge,  yonder  oxen  in 
the  pasture,  those  dogs  in  the  yard,  are 
immutably  fishes,  oxen  and  dogs,  or  only 
so  appear  to  me,  and  perchance  to  them- 
selves appear  upright  men;  and  whether 
I  appear  as  a  man  to  all  eyes.  The 
Brahmins  and  Pythagoras  propounded 
the  same  question,  and  if  any  poet  has 
witnessed  the  transformation  he  doubt- 
less found  it  in  harmony  with  various 
experiences.  We  have  all  seen  changes 
as  considerable  in  wheat  and  caterpillars. 
He  is  the  poet  and  shall  draw  us  with 
love  and  terror,  who  sees  through  the 
flowing  vest  the  firm  nature,  and  can  de- 
clare it. 

I  look  in  vain  for  the  poet  whom  I  de- 
scribe. We  do  not  with  sufficient  plain- 
ness or  sufficient  profoundness  address 
ourselves  to  life,  nor  dare  we  chaunt  our 


own  times  and  social  circumstance.  If 
we  filled  the  day  with  bravery,  we  should 
not  shrink  from  celebrating  it.  Time  and 
nature  yield  us  many  gifts,  but  not  yet 
the  timely  man,  the  new  religion,  the 
reconciler,  whom  all  things  await. 
Dante's  praise  is  that  he  dared  to  write 
his  autobiography  in  colossal  cipher,  or 
into  universality.  We  have  yet  had  no 
genius  in  America,  with  tyrannous  eye, 
which  knew  the  value  of  our  incom- 
parable materials,  and  saw,  in  the  bar- 
barism and  materialism  of  the  times,  an- 
other carnival  of  the  same  gods  whose 
picture  he  so  much  admires  in  Homer; 
then  in  the  Middle  Age;  then  in  Calvin- 
ism. Banks  and  tariffs,  the  newspaper 
and  caucus,  Methodism  and  Unitarian- 
ism,  are  flat  and  dull  to  dull  people,  but 
rest  on  the  same  foundations  of  wonder 
as  the  town  of  Troy  and  the  temple  of 
Delphi,  and  are  as  swiftly  passing  away. 
Our  log-rolling,  our  stumps  and  their 
politics,  our  fisheries,  our  Negroes  and 
Indians,  our  boats  and  our  repudiations, 
the  wrath  of  rogues  and  the  pusillanim- 
ity of  honest  men,  the  northern  trade, 
the  southern  planting,  the  western  clear- 
ing, Oregon  and  Texas,  are  yet  unsung. 
Yet  America  is  a  poem  in  our  eyes;  its 
ample  geography  dazzles  the  imagina- 
tion, and  it  will  not  wait  long  for  metres. 
If  I  have  not  found  that  excellent  com- 
bination of  gifts  in  my  countrymen  which 
I  seek,  neither  could  I  aid  myself  to  fix 
the  idea  of  the  poet  by  reading  now  and 
then  in  Chalmers's  collection  of  five  cen- 
turies of  English  poets.  These  are  wits 
more  than  poets,  though  there  have  been 
poets  amoung  them.  But  when  we  adhere 
to  the  ideal  of  the  poet,  we  have  our 
difficulties  even  with  Milton  and  Homer. 
Milton  is  too  literary,  and  Homer  too 
literal  and  historical. 

But  I  am  not  wise  enough  for  a  na- 
tional criticism,  and  must  use  the  old 
largeness  a  little  longer,  to  discharge  my 
errand  from  the  muse  to  the  poet  con- 
cerning his  art. 

Art  is  the  path  of  the  creator  to  his 
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work.  The  paths  or  methods  are  ideal 
and  eternal,  though  few  men  ever  see 
them;  not  the  artist  himself  for  years,  or 
for  a  lifetime,  unless  he  come  into  the 
conditions.  The  painter,  the  sculptor,  the 
composer,  the  epic  rhapsodist,  the  orator, 
all  partake  one  desire,  namely  to  express 
themselves  symmetrically  and  abun- 
dantly, not  dwarfishly  and  fragmentarily. 
They  found  or  put  themselves  in  cer- 
tain conditions,  as,  the  painter  and  sculp- 
tor before  some  impressive  human  fig- 
ures; the  orator  into  the  assembly  of  the 
people;  and  the  others  in  such  scenes  as 
each  has  found  exciting  to  his  intellect; 
and  each  presently  feels  the  new  desire. 
He  hears  a  voice,  he  sees  a  beckoning. 
Then  he  is  apprised,  with  wonder,  what 
herds  of  dasmons  hem  him  in.  He  can 
no  more  rest;  he  says,  with  the  old 
painter,  "By  God  it  is  in  me  and  must  go 
forth  of  me."  He  pursues  a  beauty,  half 
seen,  which  flies  before  him.  The  poet 
pours  out  verses  in  every  solitude.  Most 
of  the  things  he  says  are  conventional, 
no  doubt;  but  by  and  by  he  says  some- 
thing which  is  original  and  beautiful. 
That  charms  him.  He  would  say  nothing 
else  but  such  things.  In  our  way  of  talk- 
ing we  say  'That  is  yours,  this  is  mine;' 
but  the  poet  knows  well  that  it  is  not  his; 
that  it  is  as  strange  and  beautiful  to  him 
as  to  you;  he  would  fain  hear  the  like 
eloquence  at  length.  Once  having  tasted 
this  immortal  ichor,  he  cannot  have 
enough  of  it,  and  as  an  admirable  crea- 
tive power  exists  in  these  intellections,  it 
is  of  the  last  importance  that  these  things 
get  spoken.  What  a  little  of  all  we  know 
is  said!  What  drops  of  all  the  sea  of 
our  science  are  baled  up!  and  by  what 
accident  it  is  that  these  are  exposed, 
when  so  many  secrets  sleep  in  nature! 
Hence  the  necessity  of  speech  and  song; 
hence  these  throbs  and  heart-beatings 
in  the  orator,  at  the  door  of  the  assembly, 
to  the  end  namely  that  thought  may  be 
ejaculated  as  Logos,  or  Word. 

Doubt  not,  O  poet,  but  persist.   Say 
'It  is  in  me,  and  shall  out.'  Stand  there, 


balked  and  dumb,  stuttering  and  stam- 
mering, hissed  and  hooted,  stand  and 
strive,  until  at  last  rage  draw  out  of 
thee  that  dream-power  which  every 
night  shows  thee  is  thine  own;  a  power 
transcending  all  limit  and  privacy,  and 
by  virtue  of  which  a  man  is  the  con- 
ductor of  the  whole  river  of  electricity. 
Nothing  walks,  or  creeps,  or  grows,  or 
exists,  which  must  not  in  turn  arise  and 
walk  before  him  as  exponent  of  his 
meaning.  Comes  he  to  that  power,  his 
genius  is  no  longer  exhaustible.  All  the 
creatures  by  pairs  and  by  tribes  pour 
into  his  mind  as  into  a  Noah's  ark,  to 
come  forth  again  to  people  a  new  world. 
This  is  like  the  stock  of  air  for  our 
respiration  or  for  the  combustion  of  our 
fireplace;  not  a  measure  of  gallons,  but 
the  entire  atmosphere  if  wanted.  And 
therefore  the  rich  poets,  as  Homer, 
Chaucer,  Shakespeare,  and  Raphael,  have 
obviously  no  limits  to  their  works  except 
the  limits  of  their  lifetime,  and  re- 
semble a  mirror  carried  through  the 
street,  ready  to  render  an  image  of  every 
created  thing. 

O  poet!  a  new  nobility  is  conferred  in 
groves  and  pastures,  and  not  in  castles 
or  by  the  sword-blade  any  longer.  The 
conditions  are  hard,  but  equal.  Thou 
shalt  leave  the  world,  and  know  the  muse 
only.  Thou  shalt  not  know  any  longer 
the  times,  customs,  graces,  politics,  or 
opinions  of  men,  but  shalt  take  all  from 
the  muse.  For  the  time  of  towns  is  tolled 
from  the  world  by  funereal  chimes,  but 
in  nature  the  universal  hours  are  counted 
by  succeeding  tribes  of  animals  and 
plants,  and  by  growth  of  joy  on  joy.  God 
wills  also  that  thou  abdicate  a  manifold 
and  duplex  life,  and  that  thou  be  content 
that  others  speak  for  thee.  Others  shall 
be  thy  gentlemen  and  shall  represent  all 
courtesy  and  worldly  life  for  thee;  others 
shall  do  the  great  and  resounding  ac- 
tions also.  Thou  shalt  lie  close  hid  with 
nature,  and  canst  not  be  afforded  to  the 
Capitol  or  the  Exchange.  The  world  is 
full  of  renunciations  and  apprenticeships, 
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and  this  is  thine;  thou  must  pass  for  a 
fool  and  a  churl  for  a  long  season.  This  is 
the  screen  and  sheath  in  which  Pan  has 
protected  his  well-beloved  flower,  and 
thou  shalt  be  known  only  to  thine  own, 
and  they  shall  console  thee  with  tenderest 
love.  And  thou  shalt  not  be  able  to  re- 
hearse the  names  of  thy  friends  in  thy 
verse,  for  an  old  shame  before  the  holy 
ideal.  And  this  is  the  reward;  that  the 
ideal  shall  be  real  to  thee,  and  the  im- 
pressions of  the  actual  world  shall  fall 
like  summer  rain,  copious,  but  not  trou- 
blesome to  thy  invulnerable  essence. 
Thou  shalt  have  the  whole  land  for  thy 
park  and  manor,  the  sea  for  thy  bath  and 
navigation,  without  tax  and  without 
envy;  the  woods  and  the  rivers  thou 
shalt  own,  and  thou  shalt  possess  that 
wherein  others  are  only  tenants  and 
boarders.  Thou  true  land-lord!  sea-lord! 
air-lord!  Wherever  snow  falls  or  water 
flows  or  birds  fly,  wherever  day  and  night 
meet  in  twilight,  wherever  the  blue 
heaven  is  hung  by  clouds  or  sown  by 
stars,  wherever  are  forms  with  trans- 
parent boundaries,  wherever  are  outlets 
into  celestial  space,  wherever  is  danger, 
and  awe,  and  love — there  is  Beauty,  plen- 
teous as  rain,  shed  for  thee,  and  though 
thou  shouldst  walk  the  world  over,  thou 
shalt  not  be  able  to  find  a  condition  in- 
opportune or  ignoble. 


Edgar  Allan  Poe 
*  1809-1849 


Poe  agreed  with  Coleridge  that  poetry 
was  rhythmical  creation  of  beauty  and 
that  it  was  meant  to  suggest  more  than 
it  said.  Its  essence  was  indefiniteness,  its 
achievement  the  establishment  of  a  mood 
wherein    the    reader    would    experience 


what  the  poet  had  experienced  or  what 
the  poet  wished  him  to  experience.  The 
effect  could  be  contrived,  as  Poe  in  "The 
Philosophy  of  Composition"  said  he  con- 
trived "The  Raven"  by  choosing  dolorous 
sounds  for  its  refrain,  but  it  must  result 
in  a  reaching  toward  what  he  called  su- 
pernal beauty.  It  became  true  then,  ac- 
cording to  the  rubric  of  his  time,  because 
it  was  beautiful.  But  these  two  should 
not  be  confused:  "It's  sole  arbiter,"  Poe 
said,  "was  Taste.  With  the  Intellect  or 
with  Conscience,  it  has  only  collateral  re- 
lations. Unless  incidentally,  it  has  no  con- 
cern whatever  either  with  Duty  or  with 
Truth."  These  sentences  are  from  Foe's 
lecture  in  1849  on  "The  Poetic  Prin- 
ciple," as  are  also  his  following  remarks 
on  "The  Heresy  of  the  Didactic" 


The  Heresy  of  the  Didactic 

...  It  has  been  assumed,  tacitly  and 
avowedly,  directiy  and  indirectly,  that 
the  ultimate  object  of  all  Poetry  is  Truth. 
Every  poem,  it  is  said,  should  inculcate 
a  moral;  and  by  this  moral  is  the  poetical 
merit  of  the  work  to  be  adjudged.  We 
Americans  especially  have  patronized 
this  happy  idea;  and  we  Bostonians,  very 
especially,  have  developed  it  in  full.  We 
have  taken  it  into  our  heads  that  to  write 
a  poem  simply  for  the  poem's  sake,  and 
to  acknowledge  such  to  have  been  our 
design,  would  be  to  confess  ourselves 
radically  wanting  in  the  true  Poetic 
dignity  and  force:— but  the  simple  fact  is, 
that,  would  we  permit  ourselves  to  look 
into  our  own  souls,  we  should  imme- 
diately there  discover  that  under  the  sun 
there  exists  nor  can  exist  any  work  more 
thoroughly  dignified — more  supremely 
noble  than  this  very  poem — this  poem 
per  se — this  poem  which  is  a  poem  and 
nothing  more — this  poem  written  solely 
for  the  poem's  sake. 

With  as  deep  a  reverence  for  the  True 
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as  ever  inspired  the  bosom  of  man,  I 
would,  nevertheless,  limit,  in  some  meas- 
ure, its  modes  of  inculcation.  I  would 
limit  to  enforce  them.  I  would  not  en- 
feeble them  by  dissipation.  The  de- 
mands of  Truth  are  severe.  She  has  no 
sympathy  with  the  myrtles.  All  that 
which  is  so  indispensable  in  Song,  is 
precisely  all  that  with  which  she  has 
nothing  whatever  to  do.  It  is  but  making 
her  a  flaunting  paradox,  to  wreathe  her 
in  gems  and  flowers.  In  enforcing  a  truth, 
we  need  severity  rather  than  efflorescence 
of  language.  We  must  be  simple,  precise, 
terse.  We  must  be  cool,  calm,  unimpas- 
sioned.  In  a  word,  we  must  be  in  that 
mood  which,  as  nearly  as  possible,  is  the 
exact  converse  of  the  poetical.  He  must 
be  blind  indeed  who  does  not  perceive 
the  radical  and  chasmal  differences  be- 
tween the  truthful  and  poetical  modes 
of  inculcation.  He  must  be  theory-mad 
beyond  redemption  who,  in  spite  of 
these  differences,  shall  still  persist  in  at- 
tempting to  reconcile  the  obstinate  oils 
and   waters    of   Poetry   and   Truth. 

Dividing  the  world  of  the  mind  into 
its  three  most  immediately  obvious  dis- 
tinctions, we  have  the  Pure  Intellect, 
Taste,  and  the  Moral  Sense.  I  place  Taste 
in  the  middle,  because  it  is  just  this  po- 
sition which,  in  the  mind,  it  occupies.  It 
holds  intimate  relations  with  either  ex- 
treme; but  from  the  Moral  Sense  is  sep- 
arated by  so  faint  a  difference  that  Aris- 
totle has  not  hesitated  to  place  some  of 
its  operations  among  the  virtues  them- 
selves. Nevertheless,  we  find  the  offices 
of  the  trio  marked  with  a  sufficient  dis- 
tinction. Just  as  the  Intellect  concerns 
itself  with  Truth,  so  Taste  informs  us 
of  the  Beautiful  while  the  Moral  Sense 
is  regardful  of  Duty.  Of  this  latter,  while 
Conscience  teaches  the  obligation,  and 
Reason  the  expediency,  Taste  contents 
herself  with  displaying  the  charms: — 
waging  war  upon  Vice  solely  on  the 
ground  of  her  deformity — her  dispropor- 
tion— her  animosity  to  the  fitting,  to  the 


appropriate,    to    the    harmonious — in    a 
word,  to  Beauty. 

An  immortal  instinct,  deep  within  the 
spirit  of  man,  is  thus,  plainly,  a  sense  of 
the  Beautiful.  This  is  what  administers 
to  his  delight  in  the  manifold  forms,  and 
sounds,  and  odors,  and  sentiments  amid 
which  he  exists.  And  just  as  the  lily  is 
repeated  in  the  lake,  or  the  eyes  of 
Amaryllis  in  the  mirror,  so  is  the  mere 
oral  or  written  repetition  of  these  forms, 
and  sounds,  and  colors,  and  odors,  and 
sentiments,  a  duplicate  source  of  delight. 
But  this  mere  repetition  is  not  poetry. 
He  who  shall  simply  sing,  with  however 
glowing  enthusiasm,  or  with  however 
vivid  a  truth  of  description,  of  the  sights, 
and  sounds,  and  odors,  and  colors,  and 
sentiments,  which  greet  him  in  common 
with  all  mankind — he,  I  say,  has  yet 
failed  to  prove  his  divine  title.  There  is 
still  a  something  in  the  distance  which 
he  has  been  unable  to  attain.  We  have 
still  a  thirst  unquenchable,  to  allay  which 
he  has  not  shown  us  the  crystal  springs. 
This  thirst  belongs  to  the  immortality  of 
Man.  It  is  at  once  a  consequence  and 
an  indication  of  his  perennial  existence. 
It  is  the  desire  of  the  moth  for  the  star. 
It  is  no  mere  appreciation  of  the  Beauty 
before  us — but  a  wild  effort  to  reach  the 
Beauty  above.  Inspired  by  an  ecstatic 
presience  of  the  glories  beyond  the  grave, 
we  struggle,  by  multiform  combinations 
among  the  things  and  thoughts  of  Time, 
to  attain  a  portion  of  Loveliness  whose 
very  elements,  perhaps,  appertain  to 
eternity  alone.  And  thus  when  by  Poetry 
— or  when  by  Music,  the  most  entrancing 
of  the  Poetic  moods — we  find  ourselves 
melted  into  tears — we  weep  then  .  .  . 
through  excess  of  pleasure,  but  through 
a  certain,  petulant,  impatient  sorrow  at 
our  inability  to  grasp  now,  wholly,  here 
on  earth,  at  once  and  forever,  those 
divine  and  rapturous  joys,  of  which 
through  the  poem,  or  through  the  music, 
we  attain  to  but  brief  and  indeterminate 
glimpses. 
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The  struggle  to  apprehend  the  super- 
nal Loveliness — this  struggle,  on  the  part 
of  souls  fittingly  constituted — has  given 
to  the  world  all  that  which  it  (the  world) 
has  ever  been  enabled  at  once  to  under- 
stand and  to  feel  as  poetic. 

The  Poetic  Sentiment,  of  course,  may 
develop  itself  in  various  modes — in 
Painting,  in  Sculpture,  in  Architecture, 
in  the  Dance — very  especially  in  Music 
— and  very  peculiarly,  and  with  a  wide 
field,  in  the  composition  of  the  Landscape 
Garden.  Our  present  theme,  however, 
has  regard  only  to  its  manifestations  in 
words.  And  here  let  me  speak  briefly  on 
the  topic  of  rhythm.  Contenting  myself 
with  the  certainty  that  Music,  in  its 
various  modes  of  metre,  rhythm,  and 
rhyme,  is  of  so  vast  a  moment  in  Poetry 
as  never  to  be  wisely  rejected — is  so 
vitally  important  an  adjunct,  that  he  is 
simply  silly  who  declines  its  assistance,  I 
will  not  now  pause  to  maintain  its  ab- 
solute essentiality.  It  is  in  Music,  per- 
haps, that  the  soul  most  nearly  attains 
the  great  end  for  which,  when  inspired 
by  the  Poetic  Sentiment,  it  struggles — 
the  creation  of  supernal  Beauty.  It  may 
be,  indeed,  that  here  this  sublime  end 
is,  now  and  then,  attained  in  fact.  We 
are  often  made  to  feel  with  a  shivering 
delight,  that  from  an  earthly  harp  are 
stricken  notes  which  cannot  have  been 
unfamiliar  to  the  angels.  And  thus  there 
can  be  little  doubt  that  in  the  union  of 
Poetry  with  Music  in  its  popular  sense, 
we  shall  find  the  widest  field  for  the 
Poetic  development.  The  old  Bards  and 
Minnesingers  had  advantages  which  we 
do  not  possess — and  Thomas  More,  sing- 
ing his  own  songs,  was,  in  the  most 
legitimate  manner,  perfecting  them  as 
poems. 

To  recapitulate,  then: — I  would  de- 
fine, in  brief,  the  Poetry  of  words  as 
The  Rhythmical  Creation  of  Beauty.  Its 
sole  arbiter  is  Taste.  With  the  Intellect 
or  with  the  Conscience,  it  has  only  col- 
lateral relations.   Unless  incidentally,  it 


has  no  concern  whatever  with  Duty  or 
with  Truth. 

A  few  words,  however,  in  explanation. 
That  pleasure  which  is  at  once  the  most 
pure,  the  most  elevating,  and  the  most 
intense,  is  derived,  I  maintain,  from  the 
contemplation  of  the  Beautiful.  In  the 
contemplation  of  Beauty  we  alone  find 
it  possible  to  attain  that  pleasurable  ele- 
vation, or  excitement,  of  the  soul,  which 
we  recognize  as  the  Poetic  Sentiment, 
and  which  is  so  easily  distinguished  from 
Truth,  which  is  the  satisfaction  of  the 
Reason,  or  from  Passion,  which  is  the 
excitement  of  the  heart.  I  make  Beauty, 
therefore — using  the  word  as  inclusive  of 
the  sublime — I  make  Beauty  the  province 
of  the  poem,  simply  because  it  is  an 
obvious  rule  of  Art  that  effects  should  be 
made  to  spring  as  directly  as  possible 
from  their  causes:  no  one  as  yet  having 
been  weak  enough  to  deny  that  the  pe- 
culiar elevation  in  question  is  at  least 
most  readily  attainable  in  the  poem.  It 
by  no  means  follows,  however,  that  the 
incitements  of  Passion,  or  the  precepts 
of  Duty,  or  even  the  Lessons  of  Truth, 
may  not  be  introduced  into  a  poem,  and 
with  advantage;  for  they  may  subserve, 
incidentally,  in  various  ways,  the  general 
purposes  of  the  work: — but  the  true  art- 
ist will  always  contrive  to  tone  them 
down  in  proper  subjection  to  that  Beauty 
which  is  the  atmosphere  and  the  real 
essence  of  the  poem. 


Walt  Whitman 
*  1819-1892 


Whitman  would  not  define  poetry,  but  he 
tried  often  to  tell  what  the  poet  should 
be.  Like  Emerson,  he  thought  of  the  poet 
as  a  prophet,  and  became  increasingly 
convinced  that  his  function  was  religious 
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rather  than  merely  literary.  Certainly 
he  had  no  conception  of  pure  beauty  of 
the  kind  which  Poe  tried  so  often  to  de- 
scribe. For  several  years  at  the  end  of  his 
life  Whitman  worked  over  versions  of 
a  final  statement  of  his  own  intention  as 
poet.  The  following  is  from  "A  Back- 
ward Glance  O'er  Travel'd  Roads"  which 
in  1888  he  presented  as  a  preface  to  the 
collection  of  late  poems  called  November 
boughs. 


A  Backward  Glance 

.  .  .  Let  me  not  dare,  here  or  anywhere, 
for  my  own  purposes,  or  any  purposes,  to 
attempt  the  definition  of  Poetry,  nor  an- 
swer the  question  what  it  is.  Like  Re- 
ligion, Love,  Nature,  while  those  terms 
are  indispensable,  and  we  all  give  a  suf- 
ficiently accurate  meaning  to  them,  in 
my  opinion  no  definition  that  has  ever 
been  made  sufficiently  encloses  the  name 
Poetry;  nor  can  any  rule  or  convention 
ever  so  absolutely  obtain  but  some  great 
exception  may  arise  and  disregard  and 
overturn  it. 

And  it  must  be  carefully  remember'd 
that  first-class  literature  does  not  shine  by 
any  luminosity  of  its  own;  nor  do  its 
poems.  They  grow  of  circumstances,  and 
are  evolutionary.  The  actual  living  light 
is  always  curiously  from  elsewhere — 
follows  unaccountable  sources,  and  is 
lunar  and  relative  at  the  best.  There  are, 
I  know,  certain  controlling  themes  that 
seem  endlessly  appropriated  to  the  poets 
— as  war,  in  the  past — in  the  Bible,  re- 
ligious rapture  and  adoration — always 
love,  beauty,  some  fine  plot,  or  pensive  or 
other  emotion.  But,  strange  as  it  may 
sound  at  first,  I  will  say  there  is  some- 
thing striking  far  deeper  and  towering 
far  higher  than  those  themes  for  the  best 
elements  of  modern  song. 

Just  as  all  the  old  imaginative  works 
rest,  after  their  kind,  on  long  trains  of 


presuppositions,  often  entirely  unmen- 
tion'd  by  themselves,  yet  supplying  the 
most  important  bases  of  them,  and  with- 
out which  they  could  have  no  reason  for 
being,  so  Leaves  of  Grass,  before  a  line 
was  written,  presupposed  something  dif- 
ferent from  any  other,  and,  as  it  stands,  is 
the  result  of  such  presupposition.  I 
should  say,  indeed,  it  were  useless  to 
attempt  reading  the  book  without  first 
carefully  tallying  that  preparatory  back- 
ground and  quality  in  the  mind.  Think 
of  the  United  States  today — the  facts  of 
these  thirty-eight  or  forty  empires  sol- 
der'd  in  one — sixty  or  seventy  millions 
of  equals  with  their  lives,  their  passions, 
their  future — these  incalculable,  modern, 
American,  seething  multitudes  around 
us,  of  which  we  are  inseparable  parts! 
Think,  in  comparison,  of  the  petty  en- 
vironage  and  limited  area  of  the  poets  of 
past  or  present  Europe,  no  matter  how 
great  their  genius.  Think  of  the  absence 
and  ignorance  in  all  cases  hitherto,  of 
the  multitudinousness,  vitality,  and  the 
unprecedented  stimulants  of  today  and 
here.  It  almost  seems  as  if  a  poetry  with 
cosmic  and  dynamic  features  of  magni- 
tude and  limitlessness  suitable  to  the 
human  soul  were  never  possible  before. 
It  is  certain  that  a  poetry  of  absolute 
faith  and  equality  for  the  use  of  the 
democratic  masses  never  was. 

In  estimating  first-class  song,  a  suf- 
ficient Nationality,  or,  on  the  other  hand, 
what  may  be  call'd  the  negative  and  lack 
of  it,  (as  in  Goethe's  case,  it  sometimes 
seems  to  me,)  is  often,  if  not  always, 
the  first  element.  One  needs  only  a  little 
penetration  to  see,  at  more  or  less  re- 
moves, the  material  facts  of  their  coun- 
try and  radius,  with  the  coloring  of  the 
moods  of  humanity  at  the  time,  and  its 
gloomy  or  hopeful  prospects,  behind  all 
poets  and  each  poet,  and  forming  their 
birthmarks.  I  know  very  well  that  my 
Leaves  could  not  possibly  have  emerged 
or  been  fashion'd  or  completed,  from  any 
other   era   than   the   latter  half   of   the 
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Nineteenth  Century,  nor  any  other  land 
than  democratic  America,  and  from  the 
absolute  triumph  of  the  National  Union 
arms. 

And  whether  my  friends  claim  it  for 
me  or  not,  I  know  well  enough,  too,  that 
in  respect  to  pictorial  talent,  dramatic 
situations,  and  especially  in  verbal  mel- 
ody and  all  the  conventional  technique 
of  poetry,  not  only  the  divine  works  that 
today  stand  ahead  in  the  world's  reading 
but  dozens  more,  transcend  (some  of 
them  immeasurably  transcend)  all  I  have 
done,  or  could  do.  But  it  seem'd  to  me, 
as  the  objects  in  Nature,  the  themes  of 
estheticism,  and  all  special  exploitations 
of  the  mind  and  soul,  involve  not  only 
their  own  inherent  quality,  but  the  qual- 
ity, just  as  inherent  and  important,  of 
their  point  of  view,  the  time  had  come 
to  reflect  all  themes  and  things,  old  and 
new,  in  the  lights  thrown  on  them  by 
the  advent  of  America  and  democracy — 
to  chant  those  themes  through  the  utter- 
ance of  one,  not  only  the  grateful  and 
reverent  legatee  of  the  past,  but  the  born 
child  of  the  New  World — to  illustrate  all 
through  the  genesis  and  ensemble  of  to- 
day; and  that  such  illustration  and  en- 
semble are  the  chief  demands  of  Amer- 
ica's prospective  imaginative  literature. 
Not  to  carry  out,  in  the  approved  style, 
some  choice  plot  of  fortune  or  misfortune, 
or  fancy,  or  fine  thoughts,  or  incidents,  or 
courtesies — all  of  which  has  been  done 
overwhelmingly  and  well.  Probably  never 
to  be  excell'd — but  that  while  in  such 
aesthetic  presentation  of  objects,  pas- 
sions, plots,  thoughts,  etc.,  our  lands  and 
days  do  not  want,  and  probably  will 
never  have,  anything  better  than  they 
already  possess  from  the  bequests  of  the 
past,  it  still  remains  to  be  said  that  there 
is  even  toward  all  those  a  subjective  and 
contemporary  point  of  view  appropriate 
to  ourselves  alone,  and  to  our  new  genius 
and  environments,  different  from  any- 
thing hitherto;  and  that  such  conception 
of  current  or  gone-by  life  and  art  is  for  us 


the  only  means  of  their  assimilation  con- 
sistent with  the  Western  world. 

Indeed,  and  anyhow,  to  put  it  specif- 
ically, has  not  the  time  arrived  when,  (it 
must  be  plainly  said,  for  democratic 
America's  sake,  if  for  no  other)  there 
must  imperatively  come  a  readjustment 
of  the  whole  theory  and  nature  of  Po- 
etry? The  question  is  important,  and  I 
may  turn  the  argument  over  and  repeat 
it:  Does  not  the  best  thought  of  our  day 
and  Republic  conceive  of  a  birth  and 
spirit  of  song  superior  to  anything  past 
or  present?  To  the  effectual  and  moral 
consolidation  of  our  lands  (already,  as 
materially  establish'd,  the  greatest  factors 
in  known  history,  and  far,  far  greater 
through  what  they  prelude  and  neces- 
sitate, and  are  to  be  in  the  future) — to 
conform  with  and  build  on  the  concrete 
realities  and  theories  of  the  universe  fur- 
nish'd  by  science,  and  henceforth  the 
only  irrefragable  basis  for  anything,  verse 
included — to  root  both  influence  in  the 
emotional  and  imaginative  action  of  mod- 
ern time,  and  dominate  all  that  precedes 
or  opposes  them — is  not  either  a  radical 
advance  and  step  forward,  or  a  new 
verteber  of  the  best  song  indispensable? 

The  New  World  receives  with  joy  the 
poems  of  the  antique,  with  European 
feudalism's  rich  fund  of  epics,  plays, 
ballades — seeks  not  in  the  least  to  deaden 
or  displace  those  voices  from  our  ear  and 
area — holds  them  indeed  as  indispen- 
sable studies,  influences,  records,  com- 
parisons. But  though  the  dawn-dazzle  of 
the  sun  of  literature  is  in  those  poems 
for  us  of  today — though  perhaps  the  best 
parts  of  current  character  in  nations,  so- 
cial groups,  or  any  man's  or  woman's 
individuality,  Old  World  or  New,  are 
from  them — and  though  if  I  were  ask'd 
to  name  the  most  precious  bequest  to 
current  American  civilization  from  all 
the  hitherto  ages,  I  am  not  sure  but  I 
would  name  those  old  and  less  old  songs 
ferried  hither  from  east  and  west — some 
serious  words  and  debits  remain;  some 
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acrid  considerations  demand  a  hearing. 
Of  the  great  poems  receiv'd  from  abroad 
and  from  the  ages,  and  today  enveloping 
and  penetrating  America,  is  there  one 
that  is  consistent  with  these  United 
States,  or  essentially  applicable  to  them 
as  they  are  and  are  to  be?  What  a  com- 
ment it  forms,  anyhow,  on  this  era  of 
literary  fulfillment,  with  the  splendid 
day-rise  of  science  and  resuscitation  of 
history,  that  our  chief  religious  and  po- 
etical works  are  not  our  own,  nor  adapted 
to  our  light,  but  have  been  furnish'd  by 
far-back  ages  out  of  their  arriere  and 
darkness,  or,  at  most,  twilight  dimness! 
What  is  there  in  those  works  that  so 
imperiously  and  scornfully  dominates  all 
our  advanced  civilization,  and  culture? 

Even  Shakespeare,  who  so  suffuses 
current  letters  and  art  (which  indeed 
have  in  most  degrees  grown  out  of  him,) 
belongs  essentially  to  the  buried  past. 
Only  he  holds  the  proud  distinction  for 
certain  important  phases  of  that  past,  of 
being  the  loftiest  of  singers  life  has  yet 
given  voice  to.  All,  however,  relate  to 
and  rest  upon  conditions,  standards, 
politics,  sociologies,  ranges  of  belief,  that 
have  been  quite  eliminated  from  the 
Eastern  hemisphere,  and  never  existed 
at  all  in  the  Western.  As  authoritative 
types  of  song  they  belong  in  America 
just  about  as  much  as  the  persons  and 
institutes  they  depict.  True,  it  may  be 
said,  the  emotional,  moral,  and  aesthetic 
natures  of  humanity  have  not  radically 
changed — that  in  these  the  old  poems 
apply  to  our  times  and  all  times,  irre- 
spective of  date;  and  that  they  are  of 
incalculable  value  as  pictures  of  the  past. 
I  willingly  make  those  admissions  and  to 
their  fullest  extent;  then  advance  the 
points  herewith  as  of  serious,  even  para- 
mount importance. 

I  have  indeed  put  on  record  elsewhere 
my  reverence  and  eulogy  for  those  never- 
to-be-excell'd  poetic  bequests,  and  their 
indescribable  preciousness  as  heirlooms 
for  America.  Another  and  separate  point 


must  now  be  candidly  stated.  If  I  had  not 
stood  before  those  poems  with  uncover'd 
head,  fully  aware  of  their  colossal  gran- 
deur and  beauty  of  form  and  spirit,  I 
could  not  have  written  Leaves  of  Grass. 
My  verdict  and  conclusions  as  illustrated 
in  its  pages  are  arrived  at  through  the 
temper  and  inculcation  of  the  old  works 
as  much  as  through  anything  else — per- 
haps more  than  through  anything  else. 
As  America  fully  and  fairly  construed  is 
the  legitimate  result  and  evolutionary 
outcome  of  the  past,  so  I  would  dare  to 
claim  for  my  verse.  Without  stopping  to 
qualify  the  averment,  the  Old  World  has 
had  the  poems  of  myths,  fictions,  feu- 
dalism, conquest,  caste,  dynastic  wars, 
and  splendid  exceptional  characters  and 
affairs,  which  have  been  great;  but  the 
New  World  needs  the  poems  of  realities 
and  science  and  of  the  democratic  aver- 
age and  basic  equality,  which  shall  be 
greater.  In  the  center  of  all,  and  object 
of  all,  stands  the  Human  Being,  toward 
whose  heroic  and  spiritual  evolution 
poems  and  everything  directly  or  indi- 
rectly tend,  Old  World  or  New.  .  .  . 

But  I  set  out  with  the  intention  also  of 
indicating  or  hinting  some  point-char- 
acteristics which  I  since  see  (though  I 
did  not  then,  at  least  not  definitely)  were 
bases  and  object-urgings  toward  those 
Leaves  from  the  first.  The  word  I  myself 
put  primarily  for  the  description  of  them 
as  they  stand  at  last,  is  the  word  Sug- 
gestiveness.  I  round  and  finish  little,  if 
anything;  and  could  not,  consistently 
with  my  scheme.  The  reader  will  always 
have  his  or  her  part  to  do,  just  as  much 
as  I  have  had  mine.  I  seek  less  to  state  or 
display  any  theme  or  thought,  and  more 
to  bring  you,  reader,  into  the  atmosphere 
of  the  theme  or  thought — there  to  pursue 
your  own  flight.  Another  impetus-word  is 
Comradeship  as  for  all  lands,  and  in  more 
commanding  and  acknowledg'd  sense 
than  hitherto.  Other  word  signs  would  be 
Good  Cheer,  Content,  and  Hope. 

The  chief  trait  of  any  given  poet  is  al- 
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ways  the  spirit  he  brings  to  the  observa- 
tion of  Humanity  and  Nature — the  mood 
out  of  which  he  contemplates  his  sub- 
jects. What  kind  of  temper  and  what 
amount  of  faith  report  these  things?  Up 
to  how  recent  a  date  is  the  song  carried? 
What  the  equipment,  and  special  raciness 
of  the  singer — what  his  tinge  of  color- 
ing? The  last  value  of  artistic  expressers, 
past  and  present — Greek  aesthetics, 
Shakespeare — or  in  our  own  day  Tenny- 
son, Victor  Hugo,  Carlyle,  Emerson — is 
certainly  involv'd  in  such  questions.  I  say 
the  profoundest  service  that  poems  or 
any  other  writings  can  do  for  their  reader 
is  not  merely  to  satisfy  the  intellect,  or 
supply  something  polish'd  and  interest- 
ing, nor  even  to  depict  great  passions,  or 
persons  or  events,  but  to  fill  him  with 
vigorous  and  clean  manliness,  religious- 
ness, and  give  him  good  heart  as  a  radical 
possession  and  habit.  The  educated 
world  seems  to  have  been  growing  more 
and  more  ennuyed  for  ages,  leaving  to 
our  time  the  inheritance  of  it  all.  Fortu- 
nately there  is  the  original  inexhaustible 
fund  of  buoyancy,  normally  resident  in 
the  race,  forever  eligible  to  be  appeal'd 
to  and  relied  on. 

As  for  native  American  individuality, 
though  certain  to  come,  and  on  a  large 
scale,  the  distinctive  and  ideal  type  of 
Western  character  (as  consistent  with 
the  operative  political  and  even  money- 
making  features  of  United  States'  hu- 
manity in  the  Nineteenth  Century  as 
chosen  knights,  gentlemen  and  warriors 
for  the  ideals  of  the  centuries  of  Euro- 
pean feudalism)  it  has  not  yet  appear'd. 
I  have  allow'd  the  stress  of  my  poems 
from  beginning  to  end  to  bear  upon 
American  individuality  and  assist  it — not 
only  because  that  is  a  great  lesson  in 
Nature,  amid  all  her  generalizing  laws, 
but  as  counterpoise  to  the  leveling  tend- 
encies of  Democracy — and  for  other 
reasons.  Defiant  of  ostensible  literary  and 
other  conventions,  I  avowedly  chant  "the 
great  pride  of  man  in  himself,"  and  per- 


mit it  to  be  more  or  less  a  motif  of  nearly 
all  my  verse.  I  think  it  not  inconsistent 
with  obedience,  humility,  deference,  and 
self-questioning.  .  .  . 

Leaves  of  Grass  indeed  (I  cannot  too 
often  reiterate)  has  mainly  been  the  out- 
cropping of  my  own  emotional  and  other 
personal  nature — an  attempt,  from  first 
to  last,  to  put  a  Person,  a  human  being 
(myself,  in  the  latter  half  of  the  Nine- 
teenth Century,  in  America, )  freely,  fully 
and  truly  on  record.  I  could  not  find  any 
similar  personal  record  in  current  litera- 
ture that  satisfied  me.  But  it  is  not  on 
Leaves  of  Grass  distinctively  as  literature, 
or  a  specimen  thereof,  that  I  feel  to  dwell, 
or  advance  claims.  No  one  will  get  at  my 
verses  who  insists  upon  viewing  them  as 
a  literary  performance,  or  attempt  at  such 
performance,  or  as  aiming  mainly  toward 
art  or  aestheticism. 

I  say  no  land  or  people  or  circum- 
stances ever  existed  so  needing  a  race  of 
singers  and  poems  differing  from  all 
others,  and  rigidly  their  own,  as  the  land 
and  people  and  circumstances  of  our 
United  States  need  such  singers  and 
poems  today,  and  for  the  future.  Still 
further,  as  long  as  the  States  continue 
to  absorb  and  be  dominated  by  the  po- 
etry of  the  Old  World,  and  remain  un- 
supplied  with  autochthonous  song,  to  ex- 
press, vitalize  and  give  color  to  and 
define  their  material  and  political  suc- 
cess, and  minister  to  them  distinctively, 
so  long  will  they  stop  short  of  first-class 
Nationality  and  remain  defective.  .  .  . 
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George  Santayana,  born  in  Spain  but 
educated  at  Harvard  where  he  taught 
for  many  years,  was  a  poet  and  novelist 
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as  well  as  a  formal  philosopher.  His 
writings  in  prose,  beginning  with  the 
sense  of  beauty  in  1896  and  culminat- 
ing in  the  three  volumes  of  his  autobiog- 
raphy, persons  and  places  in  the  1940s, 
mirror  much  of  the  more  serious  think- 
ing of  the  first  half  of  our  century. 
Though  many  readers  find  the  five  vol- 
umes of  his  the  life  of  reason,  pub- 
lished in  1905  and  1906,  too  tightly  tex- 
tured for  their  taste,  it  remains  one  of  the 
masterworks  of  our  time,  the  groundplan 
on  which  such  later  writings  as  char- 
acter AND  OPINION  IN  THE  UNITED 
states,  in  1920,  PLATONISM  and  THE 
spiritual  life,  in  1927,  and  the  gen- 
teel tradition  at  bay,  in  1931,  are 
based.  Something  of  the  essence  of  San- 
tayana's  thought  is  attractively  set  forth 
in  the  last  puritan,  a  novel  published 
in  1935.  The  following  essay  first  ap- 
peared in  interpretations  of  poetry 
and  religion  in  1900. 


The  Elements  and  Function 
of  Poetry 

If  a  critic,  in  despair  of  giving  a  serious 
definition  of  poetry,  should  be  satisfied 
with  saying  that  poetry  is  metrical  dis- 
course, he  would  no  doubt  be  giving  an 
inadequate  account  of  the  matter,  yet 
not  one  of  which  he  need  be  ashamed  or 
which  he  should  regard  as  superficial. 
Although  a  poem  be  not  made  by  count- 
ing of  syllables  upon  the  fingers,  yet 
"numbers"  is  the  most  poetical  synonym 
we  have  for  verse,  and  "measure"  the 
most  significant  equivalent  for  beauty, 
for  goodness,  and  perhaps  even  for  truth. 
Those  early  and  profound  philosophers, 
the  followers  of  Pythagoras,  saw  the  es- 
sence of  all  things  in  number,  and  it  was 
by  weight,  measure,  and  number,  as  we 
read  in  the  Bible,  that  the  Creator  first 
brought  Nature  out  of  the  void.  Every 
human  architect  must  do  likewise  with 


his  edifice;  he  must  mould  his  bricks  or 
hew  his  stones  into  symmetrical  solids 
and  lay  them  over  one  another  in  regular 
strata,  like  a  poet's  lines. 

Measure  is  a  condition  of  perfection, 
for  perfection  requires  that  order  should 
be  pervasive,  that  not  only  the  whole 
before  us  should  have  a  form,  but  that 
every  part  in  turn  should  have  a  form  of 
its  own,  and  that  those  parts  should  be 
coordinated  among  themselves  as  the 
whole  is  coordinated  with  the  other  parts 
of  some  greater  cosmos.  Leibnitz  lighted 
in  his  speculations  upon  a  conception  of 
organic  nature  which  may  be  false  as  a 
fact,  but  which  is  excellent  as  an  ideal; 
he  tells  us  that  the  difference  between 
living  and  dead  matter,  between  animals 
and  machines,  is  that  the  former  are 
composed  of  parts  that  are  themselves 
organic,  every  portion  of  the  body  being 
itself  a  machine,  and  every  portion  of 
that  machine  still  a  machine,  and  so  ad 
infinitum;  whereas,  in  artificial  bodies  the 
organization  is  not  in  this  manner  in- 
finitely deep.  Fine  Art,  in  this  as  in  all 
things,  imitates  the  method  of  Nature 
and  makes  its  most  beautiful  works  out 
of  materials  that  are  themselves  beauti- 
ful. So  that  even  if  the  difference  be- 
tween verse  and  prose  consisted  only  in 
measure,  that  difference  would  already 
be  analogous  to  that  between  jewels  and 
clay. 

The  stuff  of  language  is  words,  and  the 
sensuous  material  of  words  is  sound;  if 
language  therefore  is  to  be  made  perfect, 
its  materials  must  be  made  beautiful  by 
being  themselves  subjected  to  a  measure, 
and  endowed  with  a  form.  It  is  true  that 
language  is  a  symbol  for  intelligence 
rather  than  a  stimulus  to  sense,  and  ac- 
cordingly the  beauties  of  discourse  which 
commonly  attract  attention  are  merely 
the  beauties  of  the  objects  and  ideas  sig- 
nified; yet  the  symbols  have  a  sensible 
reality  of  their  own,  a  euphony  which 
appeals  to  our  senses  if  we  keep  them 
open.    The    tongue    will    choose    those 
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forms  of  utterance  which  have  a  natural 
grace  as  mere  sound  and  sensation;  the 
memory  will  retain  these  catches,  and 
they  will  pass  and  repass  through  the 
mind  until  they  become  types  of  instinc- 
tive speech  and  standards  of  pleasing 
expression. 

The  highest  form  of  such  euphony  is 
song;  the  singing  voice  gives  to  the 
sounds  it  utters  the  thrill  of  tonality, — 
a  thrill  itself  dependent,  as  we  know,  on 
the  numerical  proportions  of  the  vibra- 
tions that  it  includes.  But  this  kind  of 
euphony  and  sensuous  beauty,  the  deep- 
est that  sounds  can  have,  we  have  almost 
wholly  surrendered  in  our  speech.  Our 
intelligence  has  become  complex,  and 
language,  to  express  our  thoughts,  must 
commonly  be  more  rapid,  copious,  and 
abstract  than  is  compatible  with  singing. 
Music  at  the  same  time  has  become  com- 
plex also,  and  when  united  with  words, 
at  one  time  disfigures  them  in  the  elab- 
oration of  its  melody,  and  at  another 
overpowers  them  in  the  volume  of  its 
sound.  So  that  the  art  of  singing  is  now 
in  the  same  plight  as  that  of  sculpture, — 
an  abstract  and  conventional  thing  sur- 
viving by  force  of  tradition  and  of  an  in- 
nate but  now  impotent  impulse,  which 
under  simpler  conditions  would  work  it- 
self out  into  the  proper  forms  of  those 
arts.  The  truest  kind  of  euphony  is  thus 
denied  to  our  poetry.  If  any  verses  are 
still  set  to  music,  they  are  commonly  the 
worst  only,  chosen  for  the  purpose  by  mu- 
sicians of  specialized  sensibility  and  in- 
ferior intelligence,  who  seem  to  be  at- 
tracted only  by  tawdry  effects  of  rhetoric 
and  sentiment. 

When  song  is  given  up,  there  still  re- 
mains in  speech  a  certain  sensuous  qual- 
ity, due  to  the  nature  and  order  of  the 
vowels  and  consonants  that  compose  the 
sounds.  This  kind  of  euphony  is  not  neg- 
lected by  the  more  dulcet  poets,  and  is 
now  so  studied  in  some  quarters  that  I 
have  heard  it  maintained  by  a  critic  of 
relative  authority  that  the  beauty  of  po- 


etry consists  entirely  in  the  frequent 
utterance  of  the  sound  of  "j"  and  "sh," 
and  the  consequent  copious  flow  of  saliva 
in  the  mouth.  But  even  if  saliva  is  not 
the  whole  esssence  of  poetry,  there  is  an 
unmistakable  and  fundamental  diversity 
of  effect  in  the  various  vocalization  of 
different  poets,  which  becomes  all  the 
more  evident  when  we  compare  those 
who  use  different  languages.  One  man's 
speech,  or  one  nation's,  is  compact, 
crowded  with  consonants,  rugged,  broken 
with  emphatic  beats;  another  man's,  or 
nation's,  is  open,  tripping,  rapid,  and 
even.  So  Byron,  mingling  in  his  boyish 
fashion  burlesque  with  exquisite  senti- 
ment, contrasts  English  with  Italian 
speech: — 

I  love  the  language,  that  soft  bastard  Latin 
Which  melts  like  kisses  from  a  female  mouth 
And  sounds  as  if  it  should  be  writ  on  satin 
With  syllables  which  breathe  of  the  sweet 

South, 
And  gentle  liquids  gliding  all  so  pat  in 
That  not  a  single  accent  seems  uncouth, 
Like  our  harsh  Northern  whistling,  grunting 

guttural 
Which  we're  obliged  to  hiss  and  spit  and 

sputter  all. 

And  yet  these  contrasts,  strong  when 
we  compare  extreme  cases,  fade  from 
our  consciousness  in  the  actual  use  of  a 
mother-tongue.  The  function  makes  us 
unconscious  of  the  instrument,  all  the 
more  as  it  is  an  indispensable  and  al- 
most invariable  one.  The  sense  of  eu- 
phony accordingly  attaches  itself  rather 
to  another  and  more  variable  quality;  the 
tune,  or  measure,  or  rhythm  of  speech. 
The  elementary  sounds  are  prescribed  by 
the  language  we  use,  and  the  selection 
we  may  make  among  those  sounds  is 
limited;  but  the  arrangement  of  words  is 
still  undetermined,  and  by  casting  our 
speech  into  the  moulds  of  metre  and 
rhyme  we  can  give  it  a  heightened 
power,  apart  from  its  significance.  A 
tolerable  definition  of  poetry,  on  its  for- 
mal side,  might  be  found  in  this:   that 
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poetry  is  speech  in  which  the  instru- 
ment counts  as  well  as  the  meaning — 
poetry  is  speech  for  its  own  sake  and  for 
its  own  sweetness.  As  common  windows 
are  intended  only  to  admit  the  light,  but 
painted  windows  also  to  dye  it,  and  to 
be  an  object  of  attention  in  themselves 
as  well  as  a  cause  of  visibility  in  other 
things,  so,  while  the  purest  prose  is  a 
mere  vehicle  of  thought,  verse,  like 
stained  glass,  arrests  attention  in  its  own 
intricacies,  confuses  it  in  its  own  glories, 
and  is  even  at  times  allowed  to  darken 
and  puzzle  in  the  hope  of  casting  over 
us  a  supernatural  spell. 

Long  passages  in  Shelley's  "Revolt  of 
Islam"  and  Keats'  "Endymion"  are  po- 
etical in  this  sense;  the  reader  gathers, 
probably,  no  definite  meaning,  but  is  con- 
scious of  a  poetic  medium,  of  speech  eu- 
phonious and  measured,  and  redolent  of 
a  kind  of  objectiess  passion  which  is  little 
more  than  the  sensation  of  the  movement 
and  sensuous  richness  of  the  lines.  Such 
poetry  is  not  great;  it  has,  in  fact,  a 
tedious  vacuity,  and  is  unworthy  of  a 
mature  mind;  but  it  is  poetical,  and  could 
be  produced  only  by  a  legitimate  child 
of  the  Muse.  It  belongs  to  an  apprentice- 
ship, but  in  this  case  the  apprenticeship 
of  genius.  It  bears  that  relation  to  great 
poems  which  scales  and  aimless  warblings 
bear  to  great  singing— they  test  the  essen- 
tial endowment  and  fineness  of  the  organ 
which  is  to  be  employed  in  the  art. 
Without  this  sensuous  background  and 
ingrained  predisposition  to  beauty,  no  art 
can  reach  the  deepest  and  most  exquisite 
effects;  and  even  without  an  intelligible 
superstructure  these  sensuous  qualities 
suffice  to  give  that  thrill  of  exaltation, 
that  suggestion  of  an  ideal  world,  which 
we  feel  in  the  presence  of  any  true 
beauty. 

The  sensuous  beauty  of  words  and 
their  utterance  in  measure  suffice,  there- 
fore, for  poetry  of  one  sort — where  these 
are,  there  is  something  unmistakably  po- 
etical, although  the  whole  of  poetry,  or 


the  best  of  poetry,  be  not  yet  there.  In- 
deed, in  such  works  as  "The  Revolt  of 
Islam"  or  "Endymion"  there  is  already 
more  than  mere  metre  and  sound;  there 
is  the  colour  and  choice  of  words,  the 
fanciful,  rich,  or  exquisite  juxtaposition 
of  phrases.  The  vocabulary  and  the  tex- 
ture of  the  style  are  precious;  affected, 
perhaps,  but  at  any  rate  refined. 

This  quality,  which  is  that  almost  ex- 
clusively exploited  by  the  Symbolist,  we 
may  call  euphuism — the  choice  of  col- 
oured words  and  rare  and  elliptical 
phrases.  If  great  poets  are  like  architects 
and  sculptors,  the  euphuists  are  like  gold- 
smiths and  jewellers;  their  work  is  filigree 
in  precious  metals,  encrusted  with  glow- 
ing stones.  Now  euphuism  contributes 
not  a  little  to  the  poetic  effect  of  the  ti- 
rades of  Keats  and  Shelley;  if  we  wish  to 
see  the  power  of  versification  without  eu- 
phuism we  may  turn  to  the  tirades  of 
Pope,  where  metre  and  euphony  are  dis- 
played alone,  and  we  have  the  outline 
or  skeleton  of  poetry  without  the  filling 

In  spite  of  pride,  in  erring  reason's  spite, 
One  truth  is  clear,  Whatever  is,  is  right. 

We  should  hesitate  to  say  that  such 
writing  was  truly  poetical;  so  that  some 
euphuism  would  seem  to  be  necessary  as 
well  as  metre,  to  the  formal  essence  of 
poetry. 

An  example  of  this  sort,  however,  takes 
us  out  of  the  merely  verbal  into  the 
imaginative  region;  the  reason  that  Pope 
is  hardly  poetical  to  us  is  not  that  he  is 
inharmonious, — not  a  defect  of  euphony, 
— but  that  he  is  too  intellectual  and  has 
an  excess  of  mentality.  It  is  easier  for 
words  to  be  poetical  without  any  thought, 
when  they  are  felt  merely  as  sensuous 
and  musical,  than  for  them  to  remain  so 
when  they  convey  an  abstract  notion, — 
especially  if  that  notion  be  a  tart  and 
frigid  sophism,  like  that  of  the  couplet 
just  quoted.  The  pyrotechnics  of  the  in- 
tellect then  take  the  place  of  the  glow 
of  sense,  and  the  artifice  of  thought  chills 
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the  pleasure  we  might  have  taken  in  the 
grace  of  expression. 

If  poetry  in  its  higher  reaches  is  more 
philosophical  than  history,  because  it 
presents  the  memorable  types  of  men 
and  things  apart  from  unmeaning  circum- 
stances, so  in  its  primary  substance  and 
texture  poetry  is  more  philosophical  than 
prose  because  it  is  nearer  to  our  imme- 
diate experience.  Poetry  breaks  up  the 
trite  conceptions  designated  by  current 
words  into  the  sensuous  qualities  out  of 
which  those  conceptions  were  originally 
put  together.  We  name  what  we  conceive 
and  believe  in,  not  what  we  see;  things, 
not  images;  souls,  not  voices  and  sil- 
houettes. This  naming,  with  the  whole 
education  of  the  senses  which  it  accom- 
panies, subserves  the  uses  of  life;  in  order 
to  thread  our  way  through  the  labyrinth 
of  objects  which  assault  us,  we  must 
make  a  great  selection  in  our  sensuous 
experience;  half  of  what  we  see  and  hear 
we  must  pass  over  as  insignificant,  while 
we  piece  out  the  other  half  with  such  an 
ideal  complement  as  is  necessary  to  turn 
it  into  a  fixed  and  well-ordered  world. 
This  labour  of  perception  and  under- 
standing, this  spelling  of  the  material 
meaning  of  experience  is  enshrined  in 
our  work-a-day  language  and  ideas;  ideas 
which  are  literally  poetic  in  the  sense 
that  they  are  "made"  (for  every  concep- 
tion in  an  adult  mind  is  a  fiction),  but 
which  are  at  the  same  time  prosaic  be- 
cause they  are  made  economically,  by 
abstraction,  and  for  use. 

When  the  child  of  poetic  genius,  who 
has  learned  this  intellectual  and  utilitar- 
ian language  in  the  cradle,  goes  afield 
and  gathers  for  himself  the  aspects  of  Na- 
ture, he  begins  to  encumber  his  mind 
with  the  many  living  impressions  which 
the  intellect  rejected,  and  which  the  lan- 
guage of  the  intellect  can  hardly  convey; 
he  labours  with  his  nameless  burden  of 
perception,  and  wastes  himself  in  aim- 
less impulses  of  emotion  and  revery,  until 
finally  the  method  of  some  art  offers  a 


vent  to  his  inspiration,  or  to  such  part 
of  it  as  can  survive  the  test  of  time  and 
the  discipline  of  expression. 

The  poet  retains  by  nature  the  inno- 
cence of  the  eye,  or  recovers  it  easily;  he 
disintegrates  the  fictions  of  common  per- 
ception into  their  sensuous  elements, 
gathers  these  together  again  into  chance 
groups  as  the  accidents  of  his  environ- 
ment or  the  affinities  of  his  temperament 
may  conjoin  them;  and  this  wealth  of 
sensation  and  this  freedom  of  fancy, 
which  make  an  extraordinary  ferment  in 
his  ignorant  heart,  presently  bubble  over 
into  some  kind  of  utterance. 

The  fulness  and  sensuousness  of  such 
effusions  bring  them  nearer  to  our  actual 
perceptions  than  common  discourse  could 
come;  yet  they  may  easily  seem  remote, 
overloaded,  and  obscure  to  those  accus- 
tomed to  think  entirely  in  symbols,  and 
never  to  be  interrupted  in  the  algebraic 
rapidity  of  their  thinking  by  a  moment's 
pause  and  examination  of  heart,  nor  ever 
to  plunge  for  a  moment  into  that  torrent 
of  sensation  and  imagery  over  which  the 
bridge  of  prosaic  associations  habitually 
carries  us  safe  and  dry  to  some  conven- 
tional act.  How  slight  that  bridge  com- 
monly is,  how  much  an  affair  of  trestles 
and  wire,  we  can  hardly  conceive  until 
we  have  trained  ourselves  to  an  extreme 
sharpness  of  introspection.  But  psychol- 
ogists have  discovered,  what  laymen  gen- 
erally will  confess,  that  we  hurry  by  the 
procession  of  our  mental  images  as  we 
do  by  the  traffic  of  the  street,  intent  on 
business,  gladly  forgetting  the  noise  and 
movement  of  the  scene,  and  looking  only 
for  the  corner  we  would  turn  or  the  door 
we  would  enter.  Yet  in  our  alertest  mo- 
ment the  depths  of  the  soul  are  still 
dreaming;  the  real  world  stands  drawn 
in  bare  outline  against  a  background  of 
chaos  and  unrest.  Our  logical  thoughts 
dominate  experience  only  as  the  parallels 
and  meridians  make  a  checkerboard  of 
the  sea.  They  guide  our  voyage  without 
controlling    the    waves,    which    toss    for 


The  Elements  and  Function  of  Poetry 


185 


ever  in  spite  of  our  ability  to  ride  over 
them  to  our  chosen  ends.  Sanity  is  a  mad- 
ness put  to  good  uses;  waking  life  is  a 
dream  controlled. 

Out  of  the  neglected  riches  of  this 
dream  the  poet  fetches  his  wares.  He  dips 
into  the  chaos  that  underlies  the  rational 
shell  of  the  world  and  brings  up  some 
superfluous  image,  some  emotion  dropped 
by  the  way,  and  reattaches  it  to  the 
present  object;  he  reinstates  things  un- 
necessary, he  emphasizes  things  ignored, 
he  paints  in  again  into  the  landscape  the 
tints  which  the  intellect  has  allowed  to 
fade  from  it.  If  he  seems  sometimes  to 
obscure  a  fact,  it  is  only  because  he  is 
restoring  an  experience.  We  may  observe 
this  process  in  the  simplest  cases.  When 
Ossian,  mentioning  the  sun,  says  it  is 
round  as  the  shield  of  his  fathers,  the 
expression  is  poetical.  Why?  Because  he 
has  added  to  the  word  sun,  in  itself  suffi- 
cient and  unequivocal,  other  words,  un- 
necessary for  practical  clearness,  but 
serving  to  restore  the  individuality  of  his 
perception  and  its  associations  in  his 
mind.  There  is  no  square  sun  with  which 
the  sun  he  is  speaking  of  could  be  con- 
fused; to  stop  and  call  it  round  is  a  lux- 
ury, a  halting  in  the  sensation  for  the 
love  of  its  form.  And  to  go  on  to  tell  us, 
what  is  wholly  impertinent,  that  the 
shield  of  his  fathers  was  round  also,  is  to 
invite  us  to  follow  the  chance  wander- 
ings of  his  fancy,  to  give  us  a  little 
glimpse  of  the  stuffing  of  his  own  brain, 
or,  we  might  almost  say,  to  turn  over  the 
pattern  of  his  embroidery  and  show  us 
the  loose  threads  hanging  out  on  the 
wrong  side.  Such  an  escapade  disturbs 
and  interrupts  the  true  vision  of  the  ob- 
ject, and  a  great  poet,  rising  to  a  perfect 
conception  of  the  sun  and  forgetting  him- 
self, would  have  disdained  to  make  it;  but 
it  has  a  romantic  and  pathological  interest, 
it  restores  an  experience,  and  is  in  that 
measure  poetical.  We  have  been  made  to 
halt  at  the  sensation,  and  to  penetrate  for 
a  moment  into  its  background  of  dream. 


But  it  is  not  only  thoughts  or  images 
that  the  poet  draws  in  this  way  from 
the  store  of  his  experience,  to  clothe  the 
bare  form  of  conventional  objects:  he 
often  adds  to  these  objects  a  more  subtle 
ornament,  drawn  from  the  same  source. 
For  the  first  element  which  the  intellect 
rejects  in  forming  its  ideas  of  things  is  the 
emotion  which  accompanies  the  percep- 
tion; and  this  emotion  is  the  first  thing 
the  poet  restores.  He  stops  at  the  image, 
because  he  stops  to  enjoy.  He  wanders 
into  the  by-paths  of  association  because 
the  by-paths  are  delightful.  The  love  of 
beauty  which  made  him  give  measure 
and  cadence  to  his  words,  the  love  of 
harmony  which  made  him  rhyme  them, 
reappear  in  his  imagination  and  make 
him  select  there  also  the  material  that  is 
itself  beautiful,  or  capable  of  assuming 
beautiful  forms.  The  link  that  binds  to- 
gether the  ideas,  sometimes  so  wide 
apart,  which  his  wit  assimilates,  is  most 
often  the  link  of  emotion;  they  have  in 
common  some  element  of  beauty  or  of 
horror. 

The  poet's  art  is  to  a  great  extent  the 
art  of  intensifying  emotions  by  assem- 
bling the  scattered  objects  that  naturally 
arouse  them.  He  sees  the  affinities  of 
things  by  seeing  their  common  affinities 
with  passion.  As  the  guiding  principle  of 
practical  thinking  is  some  interest,  so 
that  only  what  is  pertinent  to  that  in- 
terest is  selected  by  the  attention;  as  the 
guiding  principle  of  scientific  thinking  is 
some  connection  of  things  in  time  or 
space,  or  some  identity  of  law;  so  in 
poetic  thinking  the  guiding  principle  is 
often  a  mood  or  a  quality  of  sentiment. 
By  this  union  of  disparate  things  having 
a  common  overtone  of  feeling,  the  feel- 
ing is  itself  evoked  in  all  its  strength;  nay, 
it  is  often  created  for  the  first  time,  much 
as  by  a  new  mixture  of  old  pigments 
Perugino  could  produce  the  unprece- 
dented limpidity  of  his  colour,  or  Titian 
the  unprecedented  glow  of  his.  Poets  can 
thus   arouse   sentiments;   finer   than   any 
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which  they  have  known,  and  in  the  act 
of  composition  become  discoverers  of 
new  realms  of  delightfulness  and  grief. 
Expression  is  a  misleading  term  which 
suggests  that  something  previously 
known  is  rendered  or  imitated;  whereas 
the  expression  is  itself  an  original  fact, 
the  values  of  which  are  then  referred  to 
the  thing  expressed,  much  as  the  hon- 
ours of  a  Chinese  mandarin  are  attrib- 
uted retroactively  to  his  parents.  So  the 
charm  which  a  poet,  by  his  art  of  com- 
bining images  and  shades  of  emotion, 
casts  over  a  scene  or  an  action,  is  at- 
tached to  the  principal  actor  in  it,  who 
gets  the  benefit  of  the  setting  furnished 
him  by  a  well-stocked  mind. 

The  poet  is  himself  subject  to  this 
illusion,  and  a  great  part  of  what  is  called 
poetry,  although  by  no  means  the  best 
part  of  it,  consists  in  this  sort  of  idealiza- 
tion by  proxy.  We  dye  the  world  of  our 
own  colour;  by  a  pathetic  fallacy,  by  a 
false  projection  of  sentiment,  we  soak 
Nature  with  our  own  feeling,  and  then 
celebrate  her  tender  sympathy  with  our 
moral  being.  This  aberration,  as  we  see 
in  the  case  of  Wordsworth,  is  not  incon- 
sistent with  a  high  development  of  both 
the  faculties  which  it  confuses, — I  mean 
vision  and  feeling.  On  the  contrary,  vision 
and  feeling,  when  most  abundant  and 
original,  most  easily  present  themselves 
in  this  undivided  form.  There  would  be 
need  of  a  force  of  intellect  which  poets 
rarely  possess  to  rationalize  their  inspira- 
tion without  diminishing  its  volume:  and 
if,  as  is  commonly  the  case,  the  energy 
of  the  dream  and  the  passion  in  them  is 
greater  than  that  of  the  reason,  and  they 
cannot  attain  true  propriety  and  supreme 
beauty  in  their  works,  they  can,  never- 
theless, fill  them  with  lovely  images  and 
a  fine  moral  spirit. 

The  pouring  forth  of  both  perceptive 
and  emotional  elements  in  their  mixed 
and  indiscriminate  form  gives  to  this  kind 
of  imagination  the  directness  and  truth 
which   sensuous   poetry  possesses   on  a 


lower  level.  The  outer  world  bathed  in 
the  hues  of  human  feeling,  the  inner 
world  expressed  in  the  forms  of  things, — 
that  is  the  primitive  condition  of  both 
before  intelligence  and  the  prosaic  clas- 
sification of  objects  have  abstracted  them 
and  assigned  them  to  their  respective 
spheres.  Such  identifications,  on  which  a 
certain  kind  of  metaphysics  prides  itself 
also,  are  not  discoveries  of  profound 
genius;  they  are  exactly  like  the  observa- 
tion of  Ossian  that  the  sun  is  round  and 
that  the  shield  of  his  fathers  was  round 
too;  they  are  disintegrations  of  conven- 
tional objects,  so  that  the  original  asso- 
ciates of  our  perceptions  reappear;  then 
the  thing  and  the  emotion  which  chanced 
to  be  simultaneous  are  said  to  be  one, 
and  we  return,  unless  a  better  principle 
of  organization  is  substituted  for  the 
principle  abandoned,  to  the  chaos  of  a 
passive  animal  consciousness,  where  all 
is  mixed  together,  projected  together, 
and  felt  as  an  unutterable  whole. 

The  pathetic  fallacy  is  a  return  to  that 
early  habit  of  thought  by  which  our  an- 
cestors peopled  the  world  with  benev- 
olent and  malevolent  spirits;  what  they 
felt  in  the  presence  of  objects  they  took 
to  be  a  part  of  the  objects  themselves. 
In  returning  to  this  natural  confusion, 
poetry  does  us  a  service  in  that  she  re- 
calls and  consecrates  those  phases  of  our 
experience  which,  as  useless  to  the  under- 
standing of  material  reality,  we  are  in 
danger  of  forgetting  altogether.  Therein 
is  her  vitality,  for  she  pierces  to  the 
quick  and  shakes  us  out  of  our  servile 
speech  and  imaginative  poverty;  she  re- 
minds us  of  all  we  have  felt,  she  invites 
us  even  to  dream  a  little,  to  nurse  the 
wonderful  spontaneous  creations  which 
at  every  waking  moment  we  are  snuffing 
out  in  our  brain.  And  the  indulgence  is 
no  mere  momentary  pleasure;  much  of 
its  exuberance  clings  afterward  to  our 
ideas;  we  see  the  more  and  feel  the 
more  for  that  exercise;  we  are  capable  of 
finding    greater    entertainment    in    the 
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common  aspects  of  Nature  and  life. 
When  the  veil  of  convention  is  once  re- 
moved from  our  eyes  by  the  poet,  we 
are  better  able  to  dominate  any  partic- 
ular experience  and,  as  it  were,  to  change 
its  scale,  now  losing  ourselves  in  its  in- 
finitesimal texture,  now  in  its  infinite 
ramifications. 

If  the  function  of  poetry,  however,  did 
not  go  beyond  this  recovery  of  sensuous 
and  imaginative  freedom,  at  the  expense 
of  disrupting  our  useful  habits  of  thought, 
we  might  be  grateful  to  it  for  occasion- 
ally relieving  our  numbness,  but  we 
should  have  to  admit  that  it  was  nothing 
but  a  relaxation;  that  spiritual  discipline 
was  not  to  be  gained  from  it  in  any  de- 
gree, but  must  be  sought  wholly  in  that 
intellectual  system  that  builds  the  science 
of  Nature  with  the  categories  of  prose. 
So  conceived,  poetry  would  deserve  the 
judgment  passed  by  Plato  on  all  the  arts 
of  flattery  and  entertainment;  it  might  be 
crowned  as  delightful,  but  must  be  either 
banished  altogether  as  meretricious  or  at 
least  confined  to  a  few  forms  and  occa- 
sions where  it  might  do  little  harm.  The 
judgment  of  Plato  has  been  generally 
condemned  by  philosophers,  although  it 
is  eminently  rational,  and  justified  by  the 
simplest  principles  of  morals.  It  has  been 
adopted  instead,  although  unwittingly, 
by  the  practical  and  secular  part  of  man- 
kind, who  look  upon  artists  and  poets  as 
inefficient  and  brain-sick  people  under 
whose  spell  it  would  be  a  serious  calam- 
ity to  fall,  although  they  may  be  called 
in  on  feast  days  as  an  ornament  and 
luxury  together  with  the  cooks,  hair- 
dressers, and  florists. 

Several  circumstances,  however,  might 
suggest  to  us  the  possibility  that  the 
greatest  function  of  poetry  may  be  still 
to  find.  Plato,  while  condemning  Homer, 
was  a  kind  of  poet  himself;  his  quarrel 
with  the  followers  of  the  Muse  was  not 
a  quarrel  with  the  goddess;  and  the  good 
people  of  Philistia,  distrustful  as  they 
may  be  of  profane  art,  pay  undoubting 


honour  to  religion,  which  is  a  kind  of 
poetry  as  much  removed  from  their 
sphere  as  the  midnight  revels  upon 
Mount  Citheron,  which,  to  be  sure,  were 
also  religious  in  their  inspiration.  Why, 
we  may  ask,  these  apparent  inconsisten- 
cies? Why  do  our  practical  men  make 
room  for  religion  in  the  background  of 
their  world?  Why  did  Plato,  after  banish- 
ing the  poets  poetize  the  universe  in  his 
prose?  Because  the  abstraction  by  which 
the  world  of  science  and  of  practice  is 
drawn  out  of  our  experience  is  too  violent 
to  satisfy  even  the  thoughtless  and  vul- 
gar; the  ideality  of  the  machine  we  call 
Nature,  the  conventionality  of  the  drama 
we  call  the  world,  are  too  glaring  not  to 
be  somehow  perceived  by  all.  Each  must 
sometimes  fall  back  upon  the  soul;  he 
must  challenge  this  apparition  with  the 
thought  of  death;  he  must  ask  himself 
for  the  mainspring  and  value  of  his  life. 
He  will  then  remember  his  stifled  loves; 
he  will  feel  that  only  his  illusions  have 
ever  given  him  a  sense  of  reality,  only 
his  passions  the  hope  and  the  vision  of 
peace.  He  will  read  himself  through  and 
almost  gather  a  meaning  from  his  experi- 
ence; at  least  he  will  half  believe  that  all 
he  has  been  dealing  with  was  a  dream 
and  a  symbol,  and  raise  his  eyes  toward 
the  truth  beyond. 

This  plastic  moment  of  the  mind,  when 
we  become  aware  of  the  artificiality  and 
inadequacy  of  what  common  sense  per- 
ceives, is  the  true  moment  of  poetic  op- 
portunity,— an  opportunity,  we  may 
hasten  to  confess,  which  is  generally 
missed.  The  strain  of  attention,  the  con- 
centration and  focussing  of  thought  on 
the  unfamiliar  immediacy  of  things,  usu- 
ally brings  about  nothing  but  confusion. 
We  are  dazed,  we  are  filled  with  a  sense 
of  unutterable  things,  luminous  yet  indis- 
tinguishable, many  yet  one.  Instead  of 
rising  to  imagination,  we  sink  into  mysti- 
cism. 

To  accomplish  a  mystical  disintegra- 
tion is  not  the  function  of  any  art;  if  any 
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art  seems  to  accomplish  it,  the  effect  is 
only  incidental,  being  involved,  perhaps, 
in  the  process  of  constructing  the  proper 
object  of  that  art,  as  we  might  cut  down 
trees  and  dig  them  up  by  the  roots  to  lay 
the  foundations  of  a  temple.  For  every 
art  looks  to  the  building  up  of  some- 
thing. And  just  because  the  world  built 
up  by  common  sense  and  natural  science 
is  an  inadequate  world  (a  skeleton  which 
needs  the  filling  of  sensation  before  it 
can  live),  therefore  the  moment  when 
we  realize  its  inadequacy  is  the  moment 
when  the  higher  arts  find  their  oppor- 
tunity. When  the  world  is  shattered  to 
bits  they  can  come  and  "build  it  nearer 
to  the  heart's  desire." 

The  great  function  of  poetry,  which 
we  have  not  yet  directly  mentioned,  is 
precisely  this:  to  repair  to  the  material  of 
experience,  seizing  hold  of  the  reality  of 
sensation  and  fancy  beneath  the  surface 
of  conventional  ideas,  and  then  out  of  that 
living  but  indefinite  material  to  build  new 
structures,  richer,  finer,  fitter  to  the  pri- 
mary tendencies  of  our  nature,  truer  to 
the  ultimate  possibilities  of  the  soul.  Our 
descent  into  the  elements  of  our  being 
is  then  justified  by  our  subsequent  freer 
ascent  toward  its  goal;  we  revert  to  sense 
only  to  find  food  for  reason;  we  destroy 
conventions  only  to  construct  ideals. 

Such  analysis  for  the  sake  of  creation 
is  the  essence  of  all  great  poetry.  Science 
and  common  sense  are  themselves  in  their 
way  poets  of  no  mean  order,  since  they 
take  the  material  of  experience  and  make 
out  of  it  a  clear,  symmetrical,  and  beau- 
tiful world;  the  very  propriety  of  this 
art,  however,  has  made  it  common.  Its 
figures  have  become  mere  rhetoric  and 
its  metaphors  prose.  Yet,  even  as  it  is,  a 
scientific  and  mathematical  vision  has  a 
higher  beauty  than  the  irrational  poetry 
of  sensation  and  impulse,  which  merely 
tickles  the  brain,  like  liquor,  and  plays 
upon  our  random,  imaginative  lusts.  The 
imagination  of  a  great  poet,  on  the  con- 


trary, is  as  orderly  as  that  of  an  astron- 
omer, and  as  large;  he  has  the  naturalist's 
patience,  the  naturalist's  love  of  detail 
and  eye  trained  to  see  fine  gradations  and 
essential  lines;  he  knows  no  hurry;  he  has 
no  pose,  no  sense  of  originality;  he  finds 
his  effects  in  his  subject,  and  his  subject 
in  his  inevitable  world.  Resembling  the 
naturalist  in  all  this,  he  differs  from  him 
in  the  balance  of  his  interests;  the  poet 
has  the  concreter  mind;  his  visible  world 
wears  all  its  colours  and  retains  its  in- 
dwelling passion  and  life.  Instead  of 
studying  in  experience  its  calculable  ele- 
ments, he  studies  its  moral  values,  its 
beauty,  the  openings  it  offers  to  the  soul: 
and  the  cosmos  he  constructs  is  accord- 
ingly an  ideal  theatre  for  the  spirit  in 
which  its  noblest  potential  drama  is 
enacted  and  its  destiny  resolved. 

This  supreme  function  of  poetry  is 
only  the  consummation  of  the  method 
by  which  words  and  imagery  are  trans- 
formed into  verse.  As  verse  breaks  up 
the  prosaic  order  of  syllables  and  sub- 
jects them  to  a  recognizable  and  pleasing 
measure,  so  poetry  breaks  up  the  whole 
prosaic  picture  of  experience  to  introduce 
into  it  a  rhythm  more  congenial  and  in- 
telligible to  the  mind.  And  in  both  these 
cases  the  operation  is  essentially  the  same 
as  that  by  which,  in  an  intermediate 
sphere,  the  images  rejected  by  practical 
thought,  and  the  emotions  ignored  by  it, 
are  so  marshalled  as  to  fill  the  mind  with 
a  truer  and  intenser  consciousness  of  its 
memorable  experience.  The  poetry  of 
fancy,  of  observation,  and  of  passion 
moves  on  this  intermediate  level;  the  po- 
etry of  mere  sound  and  virtuosity  is  con- 
fined to  the  lower  sphere;  and  the  high- 
est is  reserved  for  the  poetry  of  the  crea- 
tive reason.  But  one  principle  is  present 
throughout, — the  principle  of  Beauty, — 
the  art  of  assimilating  phenomena, 
whether  words,  images,  emotions,  or  sys- 
tems of  ideas,  to  the  deeper  innate  crav- 
ings of  the  mind. 
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Let  us  now  dwell  a  little  on  this  higher 
function  of  poetry  and  try  to  distinguish 
some  of  its  phases. 

The  creation  of  characters  is  what 
many  of  us  might  at  first  be  tempted  to 
regard  as  the  supreme  triumph  of  the 
imagination.  If  we  abstract,  however, 
from  our  personal  tastes  and  look  at  the 
matter  in  its  human  and  logical  relations, 
we  shall  see,  I  think,  that  the  construc- 
tion of  characters  is  not  the  ultimate  task 
of  poetic  fiction.  A  character  can  never 
be  exhaustive  of  our  materials:  for  it 
exists  by  its  idiosyncrasy,  by  its  contrast 
with  other  natures,  by  its  development 
of  one  side,  and  one  side  only,  of  our 
native  capacities.  It  is,  therefore,  not  by 
characterization  as  such  that  the  ultimate 
message  can  be  rendered.  The  poet  can 
put  only  a  part  of  himself  into  any  of  his 
heroes,  but  he  must  put  the  whole  into 
his  noblest  work.  A  character  is  accord- 
ingly only  a  fragmentary  unity;  frag- 
mentary in  respect  to  its  origin, — since  it 
is  conceived  by  enlargement,  so  to  speak, 
of  a  part  of  our  own  being  to  the  exclu- 
sion of  the  rest, — and  fragmentary  in  re- 
spect to  the  object  it  presents,  since  a 
character  must  live  in  an  environment 
and  be  appreciated  by  contrast  and  by 
the  sense  of  derivation.  Not  the  char- 
acter, but  its  effects  and  causes,  is  the 
truly  interesting  thing.  Thus  in  master 
poets,  like  Homer  and  Dante,  the  char- 
acters, although  well  drawn,  are  sub- 
ordinate to  the  total  movement  and  mean- 
ing of  the  scene.  There  is  indeed  some- 
thing pitiful,  something  comic,  in  any 
comprehended  soul;  souls,  like  other 
things,  are  only  definable  by  their  limita- 
tions. We  feel  instinctively  that  it  would 
be  insulting  to  speak  of  any  man  to  his 
face  as  we  should  speak  of  him  in  his 
absence,  even  if  what  we  say  is  in  the 
way  of  praise:  for  absent  he  is  a  character 
understood,  but  present  he  is  a  force  re- 
spected. 

In  the  construction  of  ideal  characters, 


then,  the  imagination  is  busy  with  ma- 
terial,— particular  actions  and  thoughts, 
— which  suggest  their  unification  in 
persons;  but  the  characters  thus  con- 
ceived can  hardly  be  adequate  to  the 
profusion  of  our  observations,  nor  ex- 
haustive, when  all  personalities  are  taken 
together,  of  the  interest  of  our  lives. 
Characters  are  initially  imbedded  in  life, 
as  the  gods  themselves  are  originally  im- 
bedded in  Nature.  Poetry  must,  there- 
fore, to  render  all  reality,  render  also  the 
background  of  its  figures,  and  the  events 
that  condition  their  acts.  We  must  place 
them  in  that  indispensable  environment 
which  the  landscape  furnishes  to  the  eye 
and  the  social  medium  to  the  emotions. 
The  visible  landscape  is  not  a  proper 
object  for  poetry.  Its  elements,  and  espe- 
cially the  emotional  stimulation  which 
it  gives,  may  be  suggested  or  expressed 
in  verse;  but  landscape  is  not  thereby 
represented  in  its  proper  form;  it  appears 
only  as  an  element  and  associate  of  moral 
unities.  Painting,  architecture,  and  gar- 
dening, with  the  art  of  stage  setting, 
have  the  visible  landscape  for  their  ob- 
ject, and  to  those  arts  we  may  leave  it. 
But  there  is  a  sort  of  landscape  larger 
than  the  visible,  which  escapes  the  syn- 
thesis of  the  eye;  it  is  present  to  that 
topographical  sense  by  which  we  always 
live  in  the  consciousness  that  there  is  a 
sea,  that  there  are  mountains,  that  the 
sky  is  above  us,  even  when  we  do  not 
see  it,  and  that  the  tribes  of  men,  with 
their  different  degrees  of  blamelessness, 
are  scattered  over  the  broad-backed 
earth.  This  cosmic  landscape  poetry  alone 
can  render,  and  it  is  no  small  part  of  the 
art  to  awaken  the  sense  of  it  at  the  right 
moment,  so  that  the  object  that  occupies 
the  centre  of  vision  may  be  seen  in  its 
true  lights,  coloured  by  its  wider  asso- 
ciations, and  dignified  by  its  felt  affinities 
to  things  permanent  and  great.  As  the 
Italian  masters  were  wont  not  to  paint 
their  groups  of  saints  about  the  Virgin 
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without  enlarging  the  canvas,  so  as  to 
render  a  broad  piece  of  sky,  some  moun- 
tains and  rivers,  and  nearer,  perhaps, 
some  decorative  pile;  so  the  poet  of  larger 
mind  envelops  his  characters  in  the  at- 
mosphere of  Nature  and  history,  and 
keeps  us  constantly  aware  of  the  world 
in  which  they  move. 

The  distinction  of  a  poet — the  dignity 
and  humanity  of  his  thought — can  be 
measured  by  nothing,  perhaps,  so  well  as 
by  the  diameter  of  the  world  in  which 
he  lives;  if  he  is  supreme,  his  vision,  like 
Dante's,  always  stretches  to  the  stars. 
And  Virgil,  a  supreme  poet  sometimes 
unjustly  belittled,  shows  us  the  same 
thing  in  another  form;  his  landscape  is 
the  Roman  universe,  his  theme  the  sacred 
springs  of  Roman  greatness  in  piety,  con- 
stancy, and  law.  He  has  not  written  a 
line  in  forgetfulness  that  he  was  a  Ro- 
man; he  loves  country  life  and  its  labours 
because  he  sees  in  it  the  origin  and  bul- 
wark of  civic  greatness;  he  honours  tradi- 
tion because  it  gives  perspective  and 
momentum  to  the  history  that  ensues;  he 
invokes  the  gods,  because  they  are  sym- 
bols of  the  physical  and  moral  forces  by 
which  Rome  struggled  to  dominion. 

Almost  every  classic  poet  has  the  topo- 
graphical sense;  he  swarms  with  proper 
names  and  allusions  to  history  and  fable; 
if  an  epithet  is  to  be  thrown  in  any- 
where to  fill  up  the  measure  of  a  line,  he 
chooses  instinctively  an  appellation  of 
place  or  family;  his  wine  is  not  red,  but 
Samian;  his  gorges  are  not  deep,  but  are 
the  gorges  of  Haemus;  his  songs  are  not 
sweet,  but  Pierian.  We  may  deride  their 
practice  as  conventional,  but  they  could 
far  more  justly  deride  ours  as  insignificant. 
Conventions  do  not  arise  without  some 
reason,  and  genius  will  know  how  to  rise 
above  them  by  a  fresh  appreciation  of 
their  Tightness,  and  will  feel  no  tempta- 
tion to  overturn  them  in  favour  of  per- 
sonal whimsies.  The  ancients  found  po- 
etry not  so  much  in  sensible  accidents  as 
in  essential  forms  and  noble  associations; 


and  this  fact  marks  very  clearly  their 
superior  education.  They  dominated  the 
world  as  we  no  longer  dominate  it,  and 
lived,  as  we  are  too  distracted  to  live,  in 
the  presence  of  the  rational  and  the  im- 
portant. 

A  physical  and  historical  background, 
however,  is  of  little  moment  to  the  poet 
in  comparison  with  that  other  environ- 
ment of  his  characters, — the  dramatic 
situations  in  which  they  are  involved. 
The  substance  of  poetry  is,  after  all, 
emotion;  and  if  the  intellectual  emotion 
of  comprehension  and  the  mimetic  one 
of  impersonation  are  massive,  they  are 
not  so  intense  as  the  appetites  and  other 
transitive  emotions  of  life;  the  passions 
are  the  chief  basis  of  all  interests, 
even  the  most  ideal,  and  the  passions 
are  seldom  brought  into  play  except  by 
the  contact  of  man  with  man.  The  vari- 
ous forms  of  love  and  hate  are  only  pos- 
sible in  society,  and  to  imagine  occasions 
in  which  these  feelings  may  manifest  all 
their  inward  vitality  is  the  poet's  func- 
tion,— one  in  which  he  follows  the  fancy 
of  every  child,  who  puffs  himself  out  in 
his  day-dreams  into  an  endless  variety  of 
heroes  and  lovers.  The  thrilling  adven- 
tures which  he  craves  demand  an  appro- 
priate theatre;  the  glorious  emotions  with 
which  he  bubbles  over  must  at  all  haz- 
ards find  or  feign  their  correlative  objects. 

But  the  passions  are  naturally  blind, 
and  the  poverty  of  the  imagination,  when 
left  alone,  is  absolute.  The  passions  may 
ferment  as  they  will,  they  never  can 
breed  an  idea  out  of  their  own  energy. 
This  idea  must  be  furnished  by  the  senses, 
by  outward  experience,  else  the  hunger 
of  the  soul  will  gnaw  its  own  emptiness 
for  ever.  Where  the  seed  of  sensation  has 
once  fallen,  however,  the  growth,  varia- 
tions, and  exuberance  of  fancy  may  be 
unlimited.  Only  we  still  observe  (as  in 
the  child,  in  dreams,  and  in  the  poetry  of 
ignorant  or  mystical  poets)  that  the  in- 
tensity of  inwardly  generated  visions 
does   not   involve   any   real   increase   in 
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their  scope  or  dignity.  The  inexperienced 
mind  remains  a  thin  mind,  no  matter  how 
much  its  vapours  may  be  heated  and 
blown  about  by  natural  passion.  It  was 
a  capital  error  in  Fichte  and  Schopen- 
hauer to  assign  essential  fertility  to  the 
will  in  the  creation  of  ideas.  They  mis- 
took, as  human  nature  will  do,  even 
when  at  times  it  professes  pessimism,  an 
ideal  for  a  reality:  and  because  they  saw 
how  much  the  will  clings  to  its  objects, 
how  it  selects  and  magnifies  them,  they 
imagined  that  it  could  breed  them  out 
of  itself.  A  man  who  thinks  clearly  will 
see  that  such  self-determination  of  a  will 
is  inconceivable,  since  what  has  no  ex- 
ternal relation  and  no  diversity  of  struc- 
ture cannot  of  itself  acquire  diversity 
of  functions.  Such  inconceivability,  of 
course,  need  not  seem  a  great  objection 
to  a  man  of  impassioned  inspiration;  he 
may  even  claim  a  certain  consistency  in 
positing,  on  the  strength  of  his  prefer- 
ence, the  inconceivable  to  be  a  truth. 

The  alleged  fertility  of  the  will  is, 
however,  disproved  by  experience,  from 
which  metaphysics  must  in  the  end  draw 
its  analogies  and  plausibility.  The  pas- 
sions discover,  they  do  not  create,  their 
occasions;  a  fact  which  is  patent  when 
we  observe  how  they  seize  upon  what 
objects  they  find,  and  how  reversible, 
contingent,  and  transferable  the  emo- 
tions are  in  respect  to  their  objects.  A 
doll  will  be  loved  instead  of  a  child,  a 
child  instead  of  a  lover,  God  instead  of 
everything.  The  differentiation  of  the 
passions,  as  far  as  consciousness  is  con- 
cerned, depends  on  the  variety  of  the 
objects  of  experience, — that  is,  on  the 
differentiation  of  the  senses  and  of  the 
environment  which  stimulates  them. 

When  the  "infinite"  spirit  enters  the 
human  body,  it  is  determined  to  certain 
limited  forms  of  life  by  the  organs  which 
it  wears;  and  its  blank  potentiality  be- 
comes actual  in  thought  and  deed,  ac- 
cording to  the  fortunes  and  relations  of 
its  organism.  The  ripeness  of  the  passions 


may  thus  precede  the  information  of  the 
mind  and  lead  to  groping  in  by-paths 
without  issue;  a  phenomenon  which  ap- 
pears not  only  in  the  obscure  individual 
whose  abnormalities  the  world  ignores, 
but  also  in  the  starved,  half-educated 
genius  that  pours  the  whole  fire  of  his 
soul  into  trivial  arts  or  grotesque  super- 
stitions. The  hysterical  forms  of  music 
and  religion  are  the  refuge  of  an  ideal- 
ism that  has  lost  its  way;  the  waste  and 
failures  of  life  flow  largely  in  those  chan- 
nels. The  carnal  temptations  of  youth  are 
incidents  of  the  same  maladaptation, 
when  passions  assert  themselves  before 
the  conventional  order  of  society  can 
allow  them  physical  satisfaction,  and 
long  before  philosophy  or  religion  can 
hope  to  transform  them  into  fuel  for  its 
own  sacrificial  flames. 

Hence  flows  the  greatest  opportunity 
of  fiction.  We  have,  in  a  sense,  an  in- 
finite will;  but  we  have  a  limited  experi- 
ence, an  experience  sadly  inadequate  to 
exercise  that  will  either  in  its  purity  or 
its  strength.  To  give  form  to  our  capac- 
ities nothing  is  required  but  the  appro- 
priate occasion;  this  the  poet,  studying 
the  world,  will  construct  for  us  out  of  the 
materials  of  his  observations.  He  will  in- 
volve us  in  scenes  which  lie  beyond  the 
narrow  lane  of  our  daily  ploddings;  he 
will  place  us  in  the  presence  of  impor- 
tant events,  that  we  may  feel  our  spirit 
rise  momentarily  to  the  height  of  his 
great  argument.  The  possibilities  of  love 
or  glory,  of  intrigue  and  perplexity,  will 
be  opened  up  before  us;  if  he  gives  us  a 
good  plot,  we  can  readily  furnish  the 
characters,  because  each  of  them  will  be 
the  realization  of  some  stunted  potential 
self  of  our  own.  It  is  by  the  plot,  then, 
that  the  characters  will  be  vivified,  be- 
cause it  is  by  the  plot  that  our  own  char- 
acter will  be  expanded  into  its  latent 
possibilities. 

The  description  of  an  alien  character 
can  serve  this  purpose  only  very  imper- 
fectly; but  the  presentation  of  the  circum- 
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stances  in  which  that  character  manifests 
itself  will  make  description  unnecessary, 
since  our  instinct  will  supply  all  that  is 
requisite  for  the  impersonation.  Thus  it 
seems  that  Aristotle  was  justified  in  mak- 
ing the  plot  the  chief  element  in  fiction: 
for  it  is  by  virtue  of  the  plot  that  the 
characters  live,  or,  rather,  that  we  live 
in  them,  and  by  virtue  of  the  plot  accord- 
ingly that  our  soul  rises  to  that  imagina- 
tive activity  by  which  we  tend  at  once 
to  escape  from  the  personal  life  and  to 
realize  its  ideal.  This  idealization  is,  of 
course,  partial  and  merely  relative  to  the 
particular  adventure  in  which  we  imag- 
ine ourselves  engaged.  But  in  some  single 
direction  our  will  finds  self-expression, 
and  understands  itself;  runs  through  the 
career  which  it  ignorantly  coveted,  and 
gathers  the  fruits  and  the  lesson  of  that 
enterprise. 

This  is  the  essence  of  tragedy:  the 
sense  of  the  finished  life,  of  the  will  ful- 
filled and  enlightened:  that  purging  of 
the  mind  so  much  debated  upon,  which 
relieves  us  of  pent-up  energies,  transfers 
our  feelings  to  a  greater  object,  and  thus 
justifies  and  entertains  our  dumb  pas- 
sions, detaching  them  at  the  same  time 
for  a  moment  from  their  accidental  occa- 
sions in  our  earthly  life.  An  episode, 
however  lurid,  is  not  a  tragedy  in  this 
nobler  sense,  because  it  does  not  work 
itself  out  to  the  end;  it  pleases  without 
satisfying,  or  shocks  without  enlighten- 
ing. This  enlightenment,  I  need  hardly 
say,  is  not  a  matter  of  theory  or  of  moral 
maxims;  the  enlightenment  by  which 
tragedy  is  made  sublime  is  a  glimpse  into 
the  ultimate  destinies  of  our  will.  This 
discovery  need  not  be  an  ethical  gain — 
Macbeth  and  Othello  attain  it  as  much 
as  Brutus  and  Hamlet — it  may  serve  to 
accentuate  despair,  or  cruelty,  or  indiffer- 
ence, or  merely  to  fill  the  imagination  for 
a  moment  without  much  affecting  the 
permanent  tone  of  the  mind.  But  with- 
out such  a  glimpse  of  the  goal  of  a  pas- 
sion the  passion  has  not  been  adequately 


read,  and  the  fiction  has  served  to  amuse 
us  without  really  enlarging  the  frontiers 
of  our  ideal  experience.  Memory  and 
emotion  have  been  played  upon,  but 
imagination  has  not  brought  anything 
new  to  the  light. 

The  dramatic  situation,  however,  gives 
us  the  environment  of  a  single  passion,  of 
life  in  one  of  its  particular  phases;  and 
although  a  passion,  like  Romeo's  love, 
may  seem  to  devour  the  whole  soul,  and 
its  fortunes  may  seem  to  be  identical  with 
those  of  the  man,  yet  much  of  the  man, 
and  the  best  part  of  him,  goes  by  the 
board  in  such  a  simplification.  If  Leo- 
nardo da  Vinci,  for  example,  had  met  in 
his  youth  with  Romeo's  fate,  his  end 
would  have  been  no  more  ideally  tragic 
than  if  he  had  died  at  eighteen  of  a 
fever;  we  should  be  touched  rather  by 
the  pathos  of  what  he  had  missed,  than 
by  the  sublimity  of  what  he  had  experi- 
enced. A  passion  like  Romeo's,  compared 
with  the  ideal  scope  of  human  thought 
and  emotion,  is  a  thin  dream,  a  patho- 
logical crisis. 

Accordingly  Aristophanes,  remember- 
ing the  original  religious  and  political 
functions  of  tragedy,  blushes  to  see  upon 
the  boards  a  woman  in  love.  And  we 
should  readily  agree  with  him,  but  for 
two  reasons, — one,  that  we  abstract  too 
much,  in  our  demands  upon  art,  from 
nobility  of  mind,  and  from  the  thought 
of  totality  and  proportion;  the  other,  that 
we  have  learned  to  look  for  a  symbolic 
meaning  in  detached  episodes,  and  to 
accept  the  incidental  emotions  they 
cause,  because  of  their  violence  and  our 
absorption  in  them,  as  in  some  sense 
sacramental  and  representative  of  the 
whole.  Thus  the  picture  of  an  unmean- 
ing passion,  of  a  crime  without  an  issue, 
does  not  appear  to  our  romantic  appre- 
hension as  the  sorry  farce  it  is,  but  rather 
as  a  true  tragedy.  Some  have  lost  even 
the  capacity  to  conceive  of  a  true  trag- 
edy, because  they  have  no  idea  of  a 
cosmic  order,  of  general  laws  of  life,  or 
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of  an  impersonal  religion.  They  measure 
the  profundity  of  feeling  by  its  intensity, 
not  by  its  justifying  relations;  and  in  the 
radical  disintegration  of  their  spirit,  the 
more  they  are  devoured  the  more  they 
fancy  themselves  fed.  But  the  majority 
of  us  retain  some  sense  of  a  meaning  in 
our  joys  and  sorrows,  and  even  if  we 
cannot  pierce  to  their  ultimate  object,  we 
feel  that  what  absorbs  us  here  and  now 
has  a  merely  borrowed  or  deputed 
power;  that  it  is  a  symbol  and  foretaste 
of  all  reality  speaking  to  the  whole  soul. 
At  the  same  time  our  intelligence  is  too 
confused  to  give  us  any  picture  of  that 
reality,  and  our  will  too  feeble  to  marshal 
our  disorganized  loves  into  a  religion  con- 
sistent with  itself  and  harmonious  with 
the  comprehended  universe.  A  rational 
ideal  eludes  us,  and  we  are  the  more 
inclined  to  plunge  into  mysticism. 

Nevertheless,  the  function  of  poetry, 
like  that  of  science,  can  only  be  fulfilled 
by  the  conception  of  harmonies  that  be- 
come clearer  as  they  grow  richer.  As  the 
chance  note  that  comes  to  be  supported 
by  a  melody  becomes  in  that  melody  de- 
terminate and  necessary,  and  as  the 
melody,  when  woven  into  a  harmony,  is 
explicated  in  that  harmony  and  fixed  be- 
yond recall,  so  the  single  emotion,  the 
fortuitous  dream,  launched  by  the  poet 
into  the  world  of  recognizable  and  im- 
mortal forms,  looks  in  that  world  for  its 
ideal  supports  and  affinities.  It  must  find 
them  or  else  be  blown  back  among  the 
ghosts.  The  highest  ideality  is  the  com- 
prehension of  the  real.  Poetry  is  not  at  its 
best  when  it  depicts  a  further  possible 
experience,  but  when  it  initiates  us,  by 
feigning  something  which  as  an  experi- 
ence is  impossible,  into  the  meaning  of 
the  experience  which  we  have  actually 
had. 

The  highest  example  of  this  kind  of 
poetry  is  religion;  and  although  disfig- 
ured and  misunderstood  by  the  sim- 
plicity of  men  who  believe  in  it  without 
being  capable  of  that  imaginative  inter- 


pretation of  fife  in  which  its  truth  con- 
sists, yet  this  religion  is  even  then  often 
beneficent,  because  it  colours  life  har- 
moniously with  the  ideal.  Religion  may 
falsely  represent  the  ideal  as  a  reality, 
but  we  must  remember  that  the  ideal,  if 
not  so  represented,  would  be  despised  by 
the  majority  of  men,  who  cannot  under- 
stand that  the  value  of  things  is  moral, 
and  who  therefore  attribute  to  what  is 
moral  a  natural  existence,  thinking  thus 
to  vindicate  its  importance  and  value. 
But  value  lies  in  meaning,  not  in  sub- 
stance; in  the  ideal  which  things  ap- 
proach, not  in  the  energy  which  they 
embody. 

The  highest  poetry,  then,  is  not  that  of 
the  versifiers,  but  that  of  the  prophets,  or 
of  such  poets  as  interpret  verbally  the 
visions  which  the  prophets  have  rendered 
in  action  and  sentiment  rather  than  in 
adequate  words.  That  the  intuitions  of 
religion  are  poetical,  and  that  in  such 
intuitions  poetry  has  its  ultimate  func- 
tion, are  truths  of  which  both  religion 
and  poetry  become  more  conscious  the 
more  they  advance  in  refinement  and  pro- 
fundity. A  crude  and  superficial  theology 
may  confuse  God  with  the  thunder,  the 
mountains,  the  heavenly  bodies,  or  the 
whole  universe;  but  when  we  pass  from 
these  easy  identifications  to  a  religion 
that  has  taken  root  in  history  and  in  the 
hearts  of  men,  and  has  come  to  flower, 
we  find  its  objects  and  its  dogmas  purely 
ideal,  transparent  expressions  of  moral 
experience  and  perfect  counterparts  of 
human  needs.  The  evidence  of  history  or 
of  the  senses  is  left  far  behind  and  never 
thought  of;  the  evidence  of  the  heart,  the 
value  of  the  idea,  are  alone  regarded. 

Take,  for  instance,  the  doctrine  of 
transubstantiation.  A  metaphor  here  is  the 
basis  of  a  dogma,  because  the  dogma 
rises  to  the  same  subtle  region  as  the  meta- 
phor, and  gathers  its  sap  from  the  same 
soil  of  emotion.  Religion  has  here  re- 
discovered its  affinity  with  poetry,  and  in 
insisting  on  the  truth  of  its  mystery  it 
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unconsciously  vindicates  the  ideality  of 
its  truth.  Under  the  accidents  of  bread 
and  wine  lies,  says  the  dogma,  the  sub- 
stance of  Christ's  body,  blood,  and  divin- 
ity. What  is  that  but  to  treat  facts  as  an 
appearance,  and  their  ideal  import  as  a 
reality?  And  to  do  this  is  the  very  essence 
of  poetry,  for  which  everything  visible  is 
a  sacrament — an  outward  sign  of  that 
inward  grace  for  which  the  soul  is  thirst- 
ing. 

In  this  same  manner,  where  poetry 
rises  from  its  elementary  and  detached 
expressions  in  rhythm,  euphuism,  char- 
acterization, and  story-telling,  and  comes 
to  the  consciousness  of  its  highest  func- 
tion, that  of  portraying  the  ideals  of  ex- 
perience and  destiny,  then  the  poet  be- 
comes aware  that  he  is  essentially  a 
prophet,  and  either  devotes  himself,  like 
Homer  or  Dante,  to  the  loving  expres- 
sion of  the  religion  that  exists,  or  like 
Lucretius  or  Wordsworth,  to  the  herald- 
ing of  one  which  he  believes  to  be  pos- 
sible. Such  poets  are  aware  of  their  high- 
est mission;  others,  whatever  the  energy 
of  their  genius,  have  not  conceived  their 
ultimate  function  as  poets.  They  have 
been  willing  to  leave  their  world  ugly  as 
a  whole,  after  stuffing  it  with  a  sufficient 
profusion  of  beauties.  Their  contempo- 
raries, their  fellow-countrymen  for  many 
generations,  may  not  perceive  this  defect, 
because  they  are  naturally  even  less  able 
than  the  poet  himself  to  understand  the 
necessity  of  so  large  a  harmony.  If  he  is 
short-sighted,  they  are  blind,  and  his 
poetic  world  may  seem  to  them  sublime 
in  its  significance,  because  it  may  sug- 
gest some  partial  lifting  of  their  daily 
burdens  and  some  partial  idealization  of 
their  incoherent  thoughts. 

Such  insensibility  to  the  highest  poetry 
is  no  more  extraordinary  than  the  corre- 
sponding indifference  to  the  highest  reli- 
gion; nobility  and  excellence,  however, 
are  not  dependent  on  the  suffrage  of  half- 
baked  men,  but  on  the  original  disposi- 
tion of  the  clay  and  the  potter;  I  mean  on 


the  conditions  of  the  art  and  the  ideal 
capacities  of  human  nature.  Just  as  a  note 
is  better  than  a  noise  because,  its  beats 
being  regular,  the  ear  and  brain  can  react 
with  pleasure  on  that  regularity,  so  all 
the  stages  of  harmony  are  better  than  the 
confusion  out  of  which  they  come,  be- 
cause the  soul  that  perceives  that  har- 
mony welcomes  it  as  the  fulfilment  of 
her  natural  ends.  The  Pythagoreans  were 
therefore  right  when  they  made  number 
the  essence  of  the  knowable  world,  and 
Plato  was  right  when  he  said  harmony 
was  the  first  condition  of  the  highest 
good.  The  good  man  is  a  poet  whose  syl- 
lables are  deeds  and  make  a  harmony  in 
Nature.  The  poet  is  a  rebuilder  of  the 
imagination,  to  make  a  harmony  in  that. 
And  he  is  not  a  complete  poet  if  his  whole 
imagination  is  not  attuned  and  his  whole 
experience  composed  into  a  single  sym- 
phony. 

For  his  complete  equipment,  then,  it  is 
necessary,  in  the  first  place,  that  he  sing; 
that  his  voice  be  pure  and  well  pitched, 
and  that  his  numbers  flow;  then,  at  a 
higher  stage,  his  images  must  fit  with  one 
another;  he  must  be  euphuistic,  colouring 
his  thoughts  with  many  reflected  lights 
of  memory  and  suggestion,  so  that  their 
harmony  may  be  rich  and  profound; 
again,  at  a  higher  stage,  he  must  be 
sensuous  and  free,  that  is,  he  must  build 
up  his  world  with  the  primary  elements 
of  experience,  not  with  the  conventions 
of  common  sense  or  intelligence;  he  must 
draw  the  whole  soul  into  his  harmonies, 
even  if  in  doing  so  he  disintegrates  the 
partial  systematizations  of  experience 
made  by  abstract  science  in  the  categories 
of  prose.  But  finally,  this  disintegration 
must  not  leave  the  poet  weltering  in  a 
chaos  of  sense  and  passion;  it  must  be 
merely  the  ploughing  of  the  ground  be- 
fore a  new  harvest,  the  kneading  of  the 
clay  before  the  modelling  of  a  more  per- 
fect form.  The  expression  of  emotion 
should  be  rationalized  by  derivation  from 
character  and  by  reference  to  the  real 
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objects  that  arouse  it — to  Nature,  to  his- 
tory, and  to  the  universe  of  truth;  the 
experience  imagined  should  be  conceived 
as  a  destiny,  governed  by  principles,  and 
issuing  in  the  discipline  and  enlighten- 
ment of  the  will.  In  this  way  alone  can 
poetry  become  an  interpretation  of  life 
and  not  merely  an  irrelevant  excursion 
into  the  realm  of  fancy,  multiplying  our 
images  without  purpose,  and  distracting 
us  from  our  business  without  spiritual 
gain. 

If  we  may  then  define  poetry,  not  in 
the  formal  sense  of  giving  the  minimum 
of  what  may  be  called  by  that  name,  but 
in  the  ideal  sense  of  determining  the 
goal  which  it  approaches  and  the  achieve- 
ment in  which  all  its  principles  would 
be  fulfilled,  we  may  say  that  poetry  is 
metrical  and  euphuistic  discourse,  ex- 
pressing thought  which  is  both  sensuous 
and  ideal. 

Such  is  poetry  as  a  literary  form;  but 
if  we  drop  the  limitation  to  verbal  ex- 
pression, and  think  of  poetry  as  that  sub- 
tle fire  and  inward  light  which  seems  at 
times  to  shine  through  the  world  and  to 
touch  the  images  in  our  minds  with  in- 
effable beauty,  then  poetry  is  a  momen- 
tary harmony  in  the  soul  amid  stagnation 
or  conflict, — a  glimpse  of  the  divine  and 
an  incitation  to  a  religious  life. 

Religion  is  poetry  become  the  guide  of 
life,  poetry  substituted  for  science  or 
supervening  upon  it  as  an  approach  to 
the  highest  reality.  Poetry  is  religion 
allowed  to  drift,  left  without  points  of 
application  in  conduct  and  without  an 
expression  in  worship  and  dogma;  it 
is  religion  without  practical  efficacy 
and  without  metaphysical  illusion.  The 
ground  of  this  abstractness  of  poetry, 
however,  is  usually  only  its  narrow  scope; 
a  poet  who  plays  with  an  idea  for  half 
an  hour,  or  constructs  a  character  to 
which  he  gives  no  profound  moral  sig- 
nificance, forgets  his  own  thought,  or 
remembers  it  only  as  a  fiction  of  his 
leisure,  because  he  has  not  dug  his  well 


deep  enough  to  tap  the  subterraneous 
springs  of  his  own  life.  But  when  the 
poet  enlarges  his  theatre  and  puts  into 
his  rhapsodies  the  true  visions  of  his 
people  and  of  his  soul,  his  poetry  is  the 
consecration  of  his  deepest  convictions, 
and  contains  the  whole  truth  of  his  re- 
ligion. What  the  religion  of  the  vulgar 
adds  to  the  poet's  is  simply  the  inertia  of 
their  limited  apprehension,  which  takes 
literally  what  he  meant  ideally,  and  de- 
grades into  a  false  extension  of  this  world 
on  its  own  level  what  in  his  mind  was  a 
true  interpretation  of  it  upon  a  moral 
plane. 

This  higher  plane  is  the  sphere  of  sig- 
nificant imagination,  of  relevant  fiction, 
of  idealism  become  the  interpretation  of 
the  reality  it  leaves  behind.  Poetry  raised 
to  its  highest  power  is  then  identical  with 
religion  grasped  in  its  inmost  truth;  at 
their  point  of  union  both  reach  their  ut- 
most purity  and  beneficence,  for  then 
poetry  loses  its  frivolity  and  ceases  to  de- 
moralize, while  religion  surrenders  its  il- 
lusions and  ceases  to  deceive. 


Amy  Lowell 
*  1874-1925 


It  has  been  said  that  Ezra  Pound  fathered 
and  Amy  Lowell  mothered  the  Imagist 
movement  which  in  the  second  decade  of 
this  century  labored  to  rescue  poetry 
from  the  superficiality  to  which  the  facile 
rhythms  and  timid  vision  of  a  genteel 
tradition  had  brought  it.  In  1915  in  the 
first  of  several  annual  volumes  called 
some  imagist  poets,  she  presented  a 
manifesto  which  called  for  the  use  by 
poets  of  the  language  of  common  speech, 
the  creation  of  fresh  rhythms,  and  the 
presentation  of  images  which  were  hard 
and  clear,  not  blurred  or  indefinite:  "most 
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of  us  believe  that  concentration  is  of  the 
essence  in  poetry."  Her  Foe-like  remarks 
on  the  poet's  trade  appear  in  1914  as  part 
of  the  Preface  to  a  collection  of  her  own 
poetry  called  sword  blades  and  poppy 
seeds. 


a  function  of  the  Universe  as  an  Equi- 
noctial gale,  or  the  Law  of  Gravitation; 
and  we  insist  upon  considering  it  merely 
a  littie  scroll-work,  of  no  great  impor- 
tance unless  it  be  studded  with  nails  from 
which  pretty  and  uplifting  sentiments 
may  be  hung! 


The  Poet's  Trade 


No  one  expects  a  man  to  make  a  chair 
without  first  learning  how,  but  there  is 
a  popular  impression  that  the  poet  is 
born,  not  made,  and  that  his  verses  burst 
from  his  overflowing  heart  of  themselves. 
As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  poet  must  learn 
his  trade  in  the  same  manner,  and  with 
the  same  painstaking  care,  as  the  cabinet- 
maker. His  heart  may  overflow  with  high 
thoughts  and  sparkling  fancies,  but  if 
he  cannot  convey  them  to  his  reader  by 
means  of  the  written  word  he  has  no 
claim  to  be  considered  a  poet.  A  work- 
man may  be  pardoned,  therefore,  for 
spending  a  few  moments  to  explain  and 
describe  the  technique  of  his  trade.  A 
work  of  beauty  which  cannot  stand  an 
intimate  examination  is  a  poor  and  jerry- 
built  thing. 

In  the  first  place,  I  wish  to  state  my 
firm  belief  that  poetry  should  not  try  to 
teach,  that  it  should  exist  simply  because 
it  is  a  created  beauty,  even  if  sometimes 
the  beauty  of  a  gothic  grotesque.  We  do 
not  ask  the  trees  to  teach  us  moral  lessons, 
and  only  the  Salvation  Army  feels  it 
necessary  to  pin  texts  upon  them.  We 
know  that  these  texts  are  ridiculous,  but 
many  of  us  do  not  yet  see  that  to  write 
an  obvious  moral  all  over  a  work  of  art, 
picture,  statue,  or  poem,  is  not  only 
ridiculous,  but  timid  and  vulgar.  We  dis- 
trust a  beauty  we  only  half  understand, 
and  rush  in  with  our  impertinent  sug- 
gestions. How  far  are  we  from  "admitting 
the  Universe"!  The  Universe,  which  flings 
down  its  continents  and  seas,  and  leaves 
them  without  comment.  Art  is  as  much 
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Mencken  could  not  have  been  expected 
to  approve  the  kind  of  poetry  for  which 
Amy  Lowell  called,  and  with  few,  often 
tongue-in-cheek  exceptions,  he  was  un- 
impressed by  any  of  the  new  poetry  of  his 
time.  His  complaint  was  against  its  blood- 
lessness  and  the  private  coteries  it  en- 
couraged. His  bellicose  pronouncements, 
a  sample  of  which  is  here  reprinted  from 
his  sixth  series  of  prejudices,  published 
in  1927,  have  had  little  effect  on  poets 
or  on  public  taste,  but  have  been  provoc- 
ative or  amusing  to  readers  who  like 
thoughts  well  dressed. 


Poetry  in  America 

The  New  Poetry  movement  in  America, 
so  full  of  life  and  even  of  malicious  an- 
imal magnetism  a  dozen  years  ago,  is 
now  obviously  down  with  cholelithiasis, 
and  no  literary  pathologist  of  genuine 
gifts  would  be  surprised  to  hear,  at  any 
moment,  of  its  death.  Most  of  its  former 
ornaments,  indeed,  begin  to  flee  its  bed- 
side. Miss  Lowell,  in  her  last  years,  de- 
voted herself  to  prose,  and  Masters  goes 
the  same  way.  Vachel  Lindsay  and  Rob- 
ert Frost  take  to  college  professing.  Carl 
Sandburg  has  joined  the  minstrels.  All  the 
principal  Greenwich  Village  poets,  har- 
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assed  by  the  morals  squad,  fled  long  ago 
to  Paris,  where  landlords  are  less  pry- 
ing, and  even  artists  may  lead  their  own 
lives. 

This  slackening  of  effort  is  visible  in 
all  the  little  poetry  magazines.  Most  of 
them  continue  to  come  out,  and  in  the 
backwaters  of  the  Republic,  where  all 
varieties  of  human  progress  are  behind 
schedule,  there  are  even  occasional  ap- 
pearances of  new  ones,  but  there  is  little 
in  any  of  them  that  is  worth  reading,  and 
almost  no  actual  poetry.  What  they  print, 
in  the  main,  is  simply  a  series  of  exercises 
in  the  new  prosody.  It  turns  out,  on  ex- 
amination, to  be  quite  as  tight  and  ar- 
bitrary as  the  old  kind.  For  one  thing 
that  a  poet  of  1885  could  not  do  there 
are  ten  things  that  a  poet  of  1927  can- 
not do.  Thus  the  revolt  against  form  ex- 
pires in  a  new  and  worse  formalism.  The 
fact  is  most  visible,  of  course,  on  the 
edges  of  the  movement — that  is,  among 
the  poets  of  Greenwich  Village.  What 
one  observes  in  the  advanced  and  atra- 
bilious magazines  which  they  publish  is 
simply  a  sort  of  organized  imbecility. 
The  poet  is  strictly  forbidden  to  make  use 
of  any  of  the  traditional  materials  of  his 
craft,  or  to  concede  anything  to  its  tra- 
ditional idioms.  He  must  eschew  all 
rhyme  that  really  rhymes,  he  must  es- 
chew all  the  orthodox  rhythms,  and  he 
must  eschew  all  direct  attack  upon  the 
emotions.  In  other  words,  he  must  eschew 
poetry.  What  he  writes,  it  must  be  con- 
fessed, is  sometimes  very  interesting,  in 
its  bizarre,  unearthly  way — just  as  a  col- 
lege yell,  say,  is  interesting,  or  an  act  of 
Congress.  But  it  is  no  more  poetry  than 
the  college  yell  is  music  or  the  act  of 
Congress  wisdom. 

The  trouble  with  most  of  the  new 
poets,  whether  in  or  out  of  Greenwich 
Village,  is  that  they  are  too  cerebral — 
that  they  attack  the  problems  of  a  fine 
art  with  the  methods  of  science.  That 
error  runs  through  all  their  public  dis- 
cussions of  the  business.  Those  discus- 


sions are  full  of  theories,  by  the  new 
psychology  out  of  the  cant  of  the  studios, 
that  do  not  work  and  are  not  true.  The 
old-time  poet  did  not  bother  with  the- 
ories. When  the  urge  to  write  was  upon 
him,  he  simply  got  himself  into  a  lather, 
tied  a  towel  around  his  head,  and  then 
tried  to  reduce  his  feelings  to  paper.  If 
he  had  any  skill  the  result  was  poetry;  if 
he  lacked  skill  it  was  nonsense.  But  even 
his  worst  failure  still  had  something 
natural  and  excusable  about  it — it  was 
the  failure  of  a  man  admittedly  somewhat 
feverish,  with  purple  paint  on  his  nose 
and  vine-leaves  in  his  hair.  The  failure 
of  the  new  poet  is  the  far  more  grotesque 
failure  of  a  scientist  who  turns  out  to  be 
a  quack — of  a  mathematician  who  divides 
20  by  4  and  gets  6,  of  a  chiropractor  who 
looks  in  the  vertebras  for  the  cause  of 
cross-eyes,  of  a  cook  who  tries  to  make  an 
omelette  of  china  doorknobs.  Poetry  can 
never  be  concocted  by  any  purely  in- 
tellectual process.  It  has  nothing  to  do 
with  the  intellect;  it  is,  in  fact,  a  violent 
and  irreconcilable  enemy  to  the  intellect. 
Its  purpose  is  not  to  establish  facts,  but 
to  evade  and  deny  them.  What  it  essays 
to  do  is  to  make  life  more  bearable  in  an 
intolerable  world  by  concealing  and  ob- 
literating all  the  harsher  realities.  Its 
message  is  that  all  will  be  well  to- 
morrow, or,  at  the  latest,  next  Tuesday, 
that  the  grave  is  not  cold  and  damp  but 
steam-heated  and  lined  with  roses,  that 
serving  in  the  trenches  is  far  more  amus- 
ing and  comfortable  than  serving  in  the 
United  States  Senate,  that  a  girl  is  not  a 
viviparous  mammal,  full  of  pathogenic 
organisms  and  enlightened  self-interest, 
but  an  angel  with  bobbed  wings  and  a 
heart  of  gold.  Take  this  denial  of  the 
bald  and  dreadful  facts  out  of  poetry — 
make  it  scientific  and  sensible — and  it 
simply  ceases  to  be  what  it  pretends  to 
be.  It  may  remain  good  prose;  it  may 
even  remain  beautiful  prose.  But  it  can- 
not stir  the  blood  as  true  poetry  does; 
it  cannot  offer  that  soothing  consolation, 
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that  escape  from  reality,  that  sovereign 
balm  for  every  spiritual  itch  and  twinge 
which  is  the  great  gift  of  poetry  to  man. 
The  best  poetry  is  always  palpably  un- 
true; it  is  its  eloquent  untruth  that  makes 
it  so  lovely.  The  other  day  I  read  of  a 
gentleman,  condemned  to  death  in  one  of 
the  Southern  States,  who  went  to  the 
electric  chair  reciting  the  Twenty-third 
Psalm.  It  is  a  pity  he  had  to  die;  he 
would  have  made  an  excellent  critic,  for 
he  understood  perfectly  the  nature  and 
purpose  of  poetry. 

The  new  poets,  now  passing  into  the 
shadows,  not  only  made  the  mistake  of 
trying  to  rationalize  poetry,  an  enterprise 
comparable  to  trying  to  rationalize  neck- 
ing, drunkenness  or  the  use  of  hasheesh; 
they  also  tried  to  detach  themselves  from 
the  ordinary  flow  of  American  ideas,  and 
to  convert  themselves  into  an  intellectual 
aristocracy.  Some  of  them,  true  enough, 
quickly  found  the  thing  impossible,  and 
so  turned  back,  notably  Sandburg  and 
Lindsay,  but  nearly  all  at  least  made  the 
attempt.  Miss  Lowell,  perhaps,  went 
furthest;  there  was  a  time  when  even 
Boston  felt  bucolic  and  loutish,  and  hence 
very  uneasy,  in  her  presence.  The  result 
was  that  nine-tenths  of  the  compositions 
the  fraternity  produced  simply  shot  into 
space.  The  great  heart  of  the  folk  re- 
acted to  them  as  feebly  as  it  might  have 
reacted  to  polemics  between  astronomers. 
When  poetry  fails  in  this  way  it  fails  all 
over.  I  do  not  argue  that  it  ought  to 
reach  and  soothe  the  nether  herd,  though 
some  of  the  very  best  poetry  ever  written 
actually  does — for  example,  the  poetry 
in  the  Bible.  All  I  contend  is  that  it  ought 
to  reach  the  generality  of  the  literate. 
If  literary  pastors  are  not  moved  by  it, 
if  it  fails  to  supply  phrases  for  editorial 
writers,  if  it  is  not  quoted  by  stewed 
Congressmen  at  the  endless  memorial 
services  on  Capitol  Hill,  then  it  has 
obviously  missed  fire.  Of  all  the  stuff 
produced  by  the  new  poets  precious  little 
has  ever  gone  that  far.  I  can  recall  a  few 


poems  by  Sandburg  and  Lindsay,  per- 
haps one  or  two  by  Frost,  and  none 
other.  The  whole  body  of  verse  of  Miss 
Lowell  is  as  dead  as  if  it  had  been  writ- 
ten in  Choctaw.  Meanwhile,  certain  old- 
fashioned  poets,  notably  Miss  Reese  and 
Miss  Teasdale,  have  written  things  that 
will  probably  live.  They  will  live  because 
they  are  alive. 

I  sometimes  think,  indeed,  that  the 
real  poetry  of  our  era  has  been  written, 
not  by  poets  at  all,  but  by  men  who 
would  be  as  indignant,  if  you  called  them 
poets,  as  if  you  called  them  kidnapers, 
violoncellists  or  Socialists.  I  allude  to 
the  earnest  rhetoricians  who  roam  the 
chautauquas  and  the  Kiwanis  Clubs, 
waving  the  banner  of  idealism.  What 
these  fellows  say  is  almost  always  non- 
sense, but  it  is  at  least  the  sort  of  non- 
sense that  the  American  people  yearn  to 
cherish  and  believe  in — it  somehow  fills 
their  need.  I  point,  for  example,  to  their 
gabble  about  Service — already  the  source 
of  phrases  that  Congressmen,  clergymen, 
editorial  writers  and  so  on  mouth  every 
day.  Here  is  the  essential  poetry  of  the 
Americano:  his  life  is  sordid,  but  he  tries 
to  escape  from  the  fact  by  leering  at  the 
stars.  It  is  a  comprehensible  impulse,  and 
even  worthy.  The  poets  of  his  country 
have  not  helped  him  to  attain  his  heart's 
desire.  He  has  had  to  turn  to  traveling 
go-getters   and   forward-lookers. 

Alas,  whenever  one  thus  discusses  the 
nature  and  function  of  poetry — that  is, 
whenever  one  tries  to  be  realistic  about 
it — one  is  sure  to  be  accused  of  being  an 
enemy  to  the  art  itself.  But  does  this 
necessarily  follow?  I  am  sure  it  does 
not.  The  social  value  of  poetry  is  not 
diminished  in  the  slightest  by  looking  at 
it  without  illusion.  It  still  offers  its  old 
escape  from  reality;  it  still  offers  con- 
solation to  Homo  sapiens  in  his  woeful 
journey  through  this  inclement  vale.  To 
denounce  it  out  of  hand  would  be  as 
absurd  as  to  denounce  religion  or  an- 
esthetics. The  purpose  of  anesthetics  is 
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to  get  rid  of  the  harsh  torture  of  pain  and 
substitute  the  sweet  peace  of  sleep.  The 
purpose  of  even  the  highest  poetry  is  al- 
most precisely  the  same.  Chloroform  tells 
a  man  that  he  is  not  having  his  leg  cut 
off,  but  lying  drunk  on  a  feather-bed, 
with  fireworks  to  entertain  him.  Poetry 
tells  him  that  his  girl  is  as  beautiful  as 
Venus  and  is  marrying  him  without  a 
single  thought  of  his  tenements  and 
hereditaments,  that  his  country  is  a  Gala- 
had among  the  nations  and  wholly  de- 
void of  the  rascality  prevailing  every- 
where else,  that  he  himself  is  a  noble 
fellow  and  will  go  to  Heaven  when  he 
dies.  All  these  things,  I  suspect,  are  false. 
But  all  of  them  make  life  more  bearable. 
Poets  are  simply  men  who  devote  them- 
selves to  spreading  them,  often  at  great 
sacrifice  of  income.  They  are  liars,  but 
their  lies,  I  believe,  will  be  viewed  very 
generously  on  the  Resurrection  Morn. 


T.  S.  Eliot 

*  1888- 


Probably  no  one  has  had  more  pervasive 
an  influence  on  writing  and  talking  about 
writing  in  our  century  than  Thomas 
Stearns  Eliot,  born  in  St.  Louis,  nurtured 
at  Harvard,  since  1914  a  resident  of  Eng- 
land, and  subsequently  a  British  subject. 
His  poetry  has  indelibly  marked  much  of 
the  poetry  of  our  time,  his  literary  anal- 
yses have  stimulated  our  New  Critics  to 
challenge  old  notions  of  proper  ap- 
proaches to  literature,  and  his  plays  have 
in  recent  years  reached  and  pleased  a 
larger  audience.  Eliot  once  defined  his 
critical  position  as  that  of  "an  Anglo- 
Catholic  in  religion,  a  classicist  in  litera- 
ture, and  a  royalist  in  politics."  His  essay 
on  "Tradition  and  the  Individual  Talent," 
written  in  1917,  is  often  said  to  have  ex- 


erted influence  in  our  time  similar  to  that 
exerted  after  1798  by  Wordsworth  and 
Coleridge's    Preface    to    their    lyrical 

BALLADS. 


Tradition  and  the  Individual 
Talent 

In  English  writing  we  seldom  speak  of 
tradition,  though  we  occasionally  apply 
its  name  in  deploring  its  absence.  We 
cannot  refer  to  "the  tradition"  or  to  "a 
tradition";  at  most,  we  employ  the  ad- 
jective in  saying  that  the  poetry  of  So- 
and-so  is  "traditional"  or  even  "too  tradi- 
tional." Seldom,  perhaps,  does  the  word 
appear  except  in  a  phrase  of  censure. 
If  otherwise,  it  is  vaguely  approbative, 
with  the  implication,  as  to  the  work 
approved,  of  some  pleasing  archaeologi- 
cal reconstruction.  You  can  hardly  make 
the  word  agreeable  co  English  ears  with- 
out this  comfortable  reference  to  the  re- 
assuring science  of  archaeology. 

Certainly  the  word  is  not  likely  to  ap- 
pear in  our  appreciations  of  living  or 
dead  writers.  Every  nation,  every  race, 
has  not  only  its  own  creative,  but  its  own 
critical  turn  of  mind;  and  is  even  more 
oblivious  of  the  shortcomings  and  limita- 
tions of  its  critical  habits  than  of  those 
of  its  creative  genius.  We  know,  or  think 
we  know,  from  the  enormous  mass  of 
critical  writing  that  has  appeared  in  the 
French  language  the  critical  method  or 
habit  of  the  French;  we  only  conclude 
(we  are  such  unconscious  people)  that 
the  French  are  "more  critical"  than  we, 
and  sometimes  even  plume  ourselves  a 
little  with  the  fact,  as  if  the  French  were 
the  less  spontaneous.  Perhaps  they  are; 
but  we  might  remind  ourselves  that 
criticism  is  as  inevitable  as  breathing, 
and  that  we  should  be  none  the  worse  for 
articulating  what  passes  in  our  minds 
when  we  read  a  book  and  feel  an  emo- 
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tion  about  it,  for  criticizing  our  own 
minds  in  their  work  of  criticism.  One  of 
the  facts  that  might  come  to  light  in  this 
process  is  our  tendency  to  insist,  when 
we  praise  a  poet,  upon  those  aspects  of 
his  work  in  which  he  least  resembles 
any  one  else.  In  these  aspects  or  parts  of 
his  work  we  pretend  to  find  what  is  in- 
dividual, what  is  the  peculiar  essence  of 
the  man.  We  dwell  with  satisfaction  upon 
the  poet's  difference  from  his  predeces- 
sors, especially  his  immediate  predeces- 
sors; we  endeavour  to  find  something 
that  can  be  isolated  in  order  to  be  en- 
joyed. Whereas  if  we  approach  a  poet 
without  this  prejudice  we  shall  often  find 
that  not  only  the  best,  but  the  most  in- 
dividual parts  of  his  work  may  be  those 
in  which  the  dead  poets,  his  ancestors, 
assert  their  immortality  most  vigorously. 
And  I  do  not  mean  the  impressionable 
period  of  adolescence,  but  the  period  of 
full  maturity. 

Yet  if  the  only  form  of  tradition,  of 
handing  down,  consisted  in  following  the 
ways  of  the  immediate  generation  before 
us  in  a  blind  or  timid  adherence  to  its 
successes,  "tradition"  should  positively 
be  discouraged.  We  have  seen  many 
such  simple  currents  soon  lost  in  the 
sand;  and  novelty  is  better  than  repeti- 
tion. Tradition  is  a  matter  of  much  wider 
significance.  It  cannot  be  inherited,  and 
if  you  want  it  you  must  obtain  it  by  great 
labour.  It  involves,  in  the  first  place,  the 
historical  sense,  which  we  may  call 
nearly  indispensable  to  any  one  who 
would  continue  to  be  a  poet  beyond  his 
twenty-fifth  year;  and  the  historical  sense 
involves  a  perception,  not  only  of  the 
pastness  of  the  past,  but  of  its  presence; 
the  historical  sense  compels  a  man  to 
write  not  merely  with  his  own  genera- 
tion in  his  bones,  but  with  a  feeling  that 
the  whole  of  the  literature  of  Europe 
from  Homer  and  within  it  the  whole  of 
the  literature  of  his  own  country  has  a 
simultaneous  existence  and  composes  a 
simultaneous  order.  This  historical  sense, 


which  is  a  sense  of  the  timeless  as  well  as 
of  the  temporal  and  of  the  timeless  and 
of  the  temporal  together,  is  what  makes 
a  writer  traditional.  And  it  is  at  the  same 
time  what  makes  a  writer  most  acutely 
conscious  of  his  place  in  time,  of  his  own 
contemporaneity. 

No  poet,  no  artist  of  any  art,  has  his 
complete  meaning  alone.  His  significance, 
his  appreciation  is  the  appreciation  of 
his  relation  to  the  dead  poets  and  artists. 
You  cannot  value  him  alone;  you  must 
set  him,  for  contrast  and  comparison, 
among  the  dead.  I  mean  this  as  a  prin- 
ciple of  aesthetic,  not  merely  historical, 
criticism.  The  necessity  that  he  shall  con- 
form, that  he  shall  cohere,  is  not  one- 
sided; what  happens  when  a  new  work 
of  art  is  created  is  something  that  hap- 
pens simultaneously  to  all  the  works  of 
art  which  preceded  it.  The  existing  mon- 
uments form  an  ideal  order  among  them- 
selves, which  is  modified  by  the  introduc- 
tion of  the  new  (the  really  new)  work  of 
art  among  them.  The  existing  order  is 
complete  before  the  new  work  arrives;  for 
order  to  persist  after  the  supervention  of 
novelty,  the  whole  existing  order  must  be, 
if  ever  so  slightly,  altered;  and  so  the 
relations,  proportions,  values  of  each 
work  of  art  toward  the  whole  are  read- 
justed; and  this  is  conformity  between 
the  old  and  the  new.  Whoever  has  ap- 
proved this  idea  of  order,  of  the  form 
of  European,  of  English  literature  will 
not  find  it  preposterous  that  the  past 
should  be  altered  by  the  present  as  much 
as  the  present  is  directed  by  the  past. 
And  the  poet  who  is  aware  of  this  will 
be  aware  of  great  difficulties  and  re- 
sponsibilities. 

In  a  peculiar  sense  he  will  be  aware 
also  that  he  must  inevitably  be  judged 
by  the  standards  of  the  past.  I  say  judged, 
not  amputated,  by  them;  not  judged  to 
be  as  good  as,  or  worse  or  better  than, 
the  dead;  and  certainly  not  judged  by 
the  canons  of  dead  critics.  It  is  a  judg- 
ment, a  comparison,  in  which  two  things 
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are  measured  by  each  other.  To  conform 
merely  would  be  for  the  new  work  not 
really  to  conform  at  all;  it  would  not  be 
new,  and  would  therefore  not  be  a  work 
of  art.  And  we  do  not  quite  say  that  the 
new  is  more  valuable  because  it  fits  in; 
but  its  fitting  in  is  a  test  of  its  value — 
a  test,  it  is  true,  which  can  only  be  slowly 
and  cautiously  applied,  for  we  are  none 
of  us  infallible  judges  of  conformity.  We 
say:  it  appears  to  conform,  and  is  per- 
haps individual,  or  it  appears  individual, 
and  may  conform;  but  we  are  hardly 
likely  to  find  that  it  is  one  and  not  the 
other. 

To  proceed  to  a  more  intelligible  ex- 
position of  the  relation  of  the  poet  to  the 
past:  he  can  neither  take  the  past  as  a 
lump,  an  indiscriminate  bolus,  nor  can 
he  form  himself  wholly  on  one  or  two 
private  admirations,  nor  can  he  form 
himself  wholly  upon  one  preferred  pe- 
riod. The  first  course  is  inadmissible,  the 
second  is  an  important  experience  of 
youth,  and  the  third  is  a  pleasant  and 
highly  desirable  supplement.  The  poet 
must  be  very  conscious  of  the  main  cur- 
rent, which  does  not  at  all  flow  invari- 
ably through  the  most  distinguished  rep- 
utations. He  must  be  quite  aware  of  the 
obvious  fact  that  art  never  improves, 
but  that  the  material  of  art  is  never  quite 
the  same.  He  must  be  aware  that  the 
mind  of  Europe — the  mind  of  his  own 
country — a  mind  which  he  learns  in 
time  to  be  much  more  important  than 
his  own  private  mind — is  a  mind  which 
changes,  and  that  this  change  is  a  de- 
velopment which  abandons  nothing  en 
route,  which  does  not  superannuate 
either  Shakespeare,  or  Homer,  or  the  rock 
drawing  of  the  Magdalenian  draughts- 
men. That  this  development,  refinement 
perhaps,  complication  certainly,  is  not, 
from  the  point  of  view  of  the  artist,  any 
improvement.  Perhaps  not  even  an  im- 
provement from  the  point  of  view  of  the 
psychologist  or  not  to  the  extent  which 
we  imagine;   perhaps   only  in  the  end 


based  upon  a  complication  in  economics 
and  machinery.  But  the  difference  be- 
tween the  present  and  the  past  is  that 
the  conscious  present  is  an  awareness  of 
the  past  in  a  way  and  to  an  extent  which 
the  past's  awareness  of  itself  cannot 
show. 

Some  one  said:  "The  dead  writers  are 
remote  from  us  because  we  know  so 
much  more  than  they  did."  Precisely, 
and  they  are  that  which  we  know. 

I  am  alive  to  a  usual  objection  to  what 
is  clearly  part  of  my  programme  for  the 
metier  of  poetry.  The  objection  is  that 
the  doctrine  requires  a  ridiculous  amount 
of  erudition  (pedantry),  a  claim  which 
can  be  rejected  by  appeal  to  the  lives  of 
poets  in  any  pantheon.  It  will  even  be 
affirmed  that  much  learning  deadens  or 
perverts  poetic  sensibility.  While,  how- 
ever, we  persist  in  believing  that  a  poet 
ought  to  know  as  much  as  will  not  en- 
croach upon  his  necessary  receptivity  and 
necessary  laziness,  it  is  not  desirable  to 
confine  knowledge  to  whatever  can  be 
put  into  a  useful  shape  for  examinations, 
drawing-rooms,  or  the  still  more  pre- 
tentious modes  of  publicity.  Some  can 
absorb  knowledge,  the  more  tardy  must 
sweat  for  it.  Shakespeare  acquired  more 
essential  history  from  Plutarch  than  most 
men  could  from  the  whole  British  Mu- 
seum. What  is  to  be  insisted  upon  is  that 
the  poet  must  develop  or  procure  the 
consciousness  of  the  past  and  that  he 
should  continue  to  develop  this  con- 
sciousness throughout  his  career. 

What  happens  is  a  continual  surrender 
of  himself  as  he  is  at  the  moment  to 
something  which  is  more  valuable.  The 
progress  of  an  artist  is  a  continual  self- 
sacrifice,  a  continual  extinction  of  per- 
sonality. 

There  remains  to  define  this  process  of 
depersonalization  and  its  relation  to  the 
sense  of  tradition.  It  is  in  this  deperson- 
alization that  art  may  be  said  to  approach 
the  condition  of  science.  I,  therefore,  in- 
vite you   to   consider,    as    a   suggestive 
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analogy,  the  action  which  takes  place 
when  a  bit  of  finely  filiated  platinum  is 
introduced  into  a  chamber  containing 
oxygen   and   sulphur   dioxide. 


Honest  criticism  and  sensitive  ap- 
preciation are  directed  not  upon  the  poet 
but  upon  the  poetry.  If  we  attend  to  the 
confused  cries  of  the  newspaper  critics 
and  the  susurrus  [murmuring]  of  popular 
repetition  that  follows,  we  shall  hear  the 
names  of  poets  in  great  numbers;  if  we 
seek  not  Bluebook  knowledge  but  the 
enjoyment  of  poetry,  and  ask  for  a  poem, 
we  shall  seldom  find  it.  I  have  tried  to 
point  out  the  importance  of  the  relation 
of  the  poem  to  other  poems  by  other  au- 
thors, and  suggested  the  conception  of 
poetry  as  a  living  whole  of  all  the  poetry 
that  has  ever  been  written.  The  other 
aspect  of  this  Impersonal  theory  of  poetry 
is  the  relation  of  the  poem  to  its  author. 
And  I  hinted,  by  an  analogy,  that  the 
mind  of  the  mature  poet  differs  from  that 
of  the  immature  one  not  precisely  in  any 
valuation  of  "personality,"  not  being  nec- 
essarily more  interesting,  or  having  "more 
to  say,"  but  rather  by  being  a  more  finely 
perfected  medium  in  which  special,  or 
very  varied,  feelings  are  at  liberty  to  en- 
ter into  new  combinations. 

The  analogy  was  that  of  the  catalyst. 
When  the  two  gasses  previously  men- 
tioned are  mixed  in  the  presence  of  a  fila- 
ment of  platinum,  they  form  sulphurous 
acid.  The  combination  takes  place  only  if 
the  platinum  is  present;  nevertheless 
the  newly  formed  acid  contains  no  trace 
of  platinum,  and  the  platinum  itself  is 
apparently  unaffected;  has  remained  in- 
ert, neutral,  and  unchanged.  The  mind 
of  the  poet  is  the  shred  of  platinum.  It 
may  partly  or  exclusively  operate  upon 
the  experience  of  the  man  himself;  but, 
the  more  perfect  the  artist,  the  more  com- 
pletely separate  in  him  will  be  the  man 
who  suffers  and  the  mind  which  creates; 
the  more  perfectly  will  the  mind  digest 


and  transmute  the  passions  which  are 
its  material. 

The  experience,  you  will  notice,  the 
elements  which  enter  the  presence  of  the 
transforming  catalyst,  are  of  two  kinds: 
emotions  and  feelings.  The  effect  of  a 
work  of  art  upon  the  person  who  enjoys 
it  is  an  experience  different  in  kind  from 
any  experience  not  of  art.  It  may  be 
formed  out  of  one  emotion,  or  may  be  a 
combination  of  several;  and  various  feel- 
ings, inhering  for  the  writer  in  particular 
words  or  phrases  or  images,  may  be 
added  to  compose  the  final  result.  Or 
great  poetry  may  be  made  without  the 
direct  use  of  any  emotion  whatever:  com- 
posed out  of  feelings  solely.  Canto  XV 
of  the  Inferno  (Brunetto  Latini)  is  a 
working  up  of  the  emotion  evident  in  the 
situation;  but  the  effect,  though  single  as 
that  of  any  work  of  art,  is  obtained  by 
considerable  complexity  of  detail.  The 
last  quatrain  gives  an  image,  a  feeling 
attaching  to  an  image,  which  "came," 
which  did  not  develop  simply  out  of 
what  precedes,  but  which  was  probably 
in  suspension  in  the  poet's  mind  until  the 
proper  combination  arrived  for  it  to  add 
itself  to.  The  poet's  mind  is  in  fact  a 
receptacle  for  seizing  and  storing  up 
numberless  feelings,  phrases,  images, 
which  remain  there  until  all  the  particles 
which  can  unite  to  form  a  new  com- 
pound are  present  together. 

If  you  compare  several  representative 
passages  of  the  greatest  poetry  you  see 
how  great  is  the  variety  of  types  of 
combination,  and  also  how  completely 
any  semi-ethical  criterion  of  "sublimity" 
misses  the  mark.  For  it  is  not  the  "great- 
ness," the  intensity,  of  the  emotions,  the 
components,  but  the  intensity  of  the 
artistic  process,  the  pressure,  so  to  speak, 
under  which  the  fusion  takes  place,  that 
counts.  The  episode  of  Paolo  and  Fran- 
cesca  employs  a  definite  emotion,  but  the 
intensity  of  the  poetry  is  something  quite 
different  from  whatever  intensity  in  the 
supposed  experience  it  may  give  the  im- 
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pression  of.  It  is  no  more  intense,  further- 
more, than  Canto  XXVI,  the  voyage  of 
Ulysses,  which  has  not  the  direct  de- 
pendence upon  an  emotion.  Great  variety 
is  possible  in  the  process  of  transmuta- 
tion of  emotion:  the  murder  of  Agamem- 
non, or  the  agony  of  Othello,  gives  an 
artistic  effect  apparently  closer  to  a  pos- 
sible original  than  the  scenes  from  Dante. 
In  the  Agamemnon,  the  artistic  emotion 
approximates  to  the  emotion  of  an  actual 
spectator;  in  Othello  to  the  emotion  of 
the  protagonist  himself.  But  the  differ- 
ence between  art  and  the  event  is  always 
absolute;  the  combination  which  is  the 
murder  of  Agamemnon  is  probably  as 
complex  as  that  which  is  the  voyage  of 
Ulysses.  In  either  case  there  has  been  a 
fusion  of  elements.  The  ode  of  Keats  con- 
tains a  number  of  feelings  which  have 
nothing  particular  to  do  with  the  nightin- 
gale, but  which  the  nightingale,  partly, 
perhaps,  because  of  its  attractive  name, 
and  partly  because  of  its  reputation, 
served  to  bring  together. 

The  point  of  view  which  I  am  strug- 
gling to  attack  is  perhaps  related  to  the 
metaphysical  theory  of  the  substantial 
unity  of  the  soul:  for  my  meaning  is,  that 
the  poet  has,  not  a  "personality"  to  ex- 
press, but  a  particular  medium,  which  is 
only  a  medium  and  not  a  personality,  in 
which  impressions  and  experiences  com- 
bine in  peculiar  and  unexpected  ways. 
Impressions  and  experiences  which  are 
important  for  the  man  may  take  no 
place  in  the  poetry,  and  those  which  be- 
come important  in  the  poetry  may  play 
quite  a  negligible  part  in  the  man,  the 
personality. 

I  will  quote  a  passage  which  is  un- 
familiar enough  to  be  regarded  with  fresh 
attention  in  the  light — or  darkness — of 
these   observations: 

And  now  methinks  I  could  e'en  chide  myself 
For  doating  on  her  beauty,  though  her  death 
Shall  be  revenged  after  no  common  action. 
Does  the  silkworm  expend  her  yellow  labours 
For  thee?  For  thee  does  she  undo  herself? 


Are  lordships  sold  to  maintain  ladyships 
For  the  poor  benefit  of  a  bewildering  minute? 
Why  does  yon  fellow  falsify  highways, 
And  put  his  life  between   the  judge's  lips, 
To  refine  such  a  thing — keep  horse  and  men 
To   beat  their  valours  for  her?  .  .  .* 

In  this  passage  (as  is  evident  if  it  is 
taken  in  its  context)  there  is  a  combina- 
tion of  positive  and  negative  emotions: 
an  intensely  strong  attraction  toward 
beauty  and  an  equally  intense  fasci- 
nation by  the  ugliness  which  is  con- 
trasted with  it  and  which  destroys  it.  This 
balance  of  contrasted  emotion  is  in  the 
dramatic  situation  to  which  the  speech 
is  pertinent,  but  that  situation  alone  is 
inadequate  to  it.  This  is,  so  to  speak,  the 
structural  emotion,  provided  by  the 
drama.  But  the  whole  effect,  the  dom- 
inant tone,  is  due  to  the  fact  that  a 
number  of  floating  feelings,  having  an 
affinity  to  this  emotion  by  no  means  su- 
perficially evident,  have  combined  to  give 
us  a  new  art  emotion. 

It  is  not  in  his  personal  emotions,  the 
emotions  provoked  by  particular  events 
in  his  life,  that  the  poet  is  in  any  way  re- 
markable or  interesting.  His  particular 
emotions  may  be  simple,  or  crude,  or 
flat.  The  emotion  in  his  poetry  will  be  a 
very  complex  thing,  but  not  with  the 
complexity  of  the  emotions  of  people 
who  have  very  complex  or  unusual  emo- 
tions in  life.  One  error,  in  fact,  of  ec- 
centricity in  poetry  is  to  seek  for  new 
human  emotions  to  express;  and  in  this 
search  for  novelty  in  the  wrong  place  it 
discovers  the  perverse.  The  business  of 
the  poet  is  not  to  find  new  emotions,  but 
to  use  the  ordinary  ones  and,  in  work- 
ing them  up  into  poetry,  to  express  feel- 
ings which  are  not  in  actual  emotions  at 
all.  And  emotions  which  he  has  never 
experienced  will  serve  his  turn  as  well 
as  those  familiar  to  him.  Consequently, 
we   must   believe    that   "emotion   recol- 

1From  The  Revenger's  Tragedy,  Act  III, 
Scene  v,  by  the  Elizabethan  dramatist,  Cyril 
Tourneur. 
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lected  in  tranquillity"  is  an  inexact  for- 
mula. For  it  is  neither  emotion,  nor 
recollection,  nor,  without  distortion  of 
meaning,  tranquillity.  It  is  a  concentra- 
tion, and  a  new  thing  resulting  from  the 
concentration,  of  a  very  great  number  of 
experiences  which  to  the  practical  and 
active  person  would  not  seem  to  be  ex- 
periences at  all;  it  is  a  concentration 
which  does  not  happen  consciously  or 
of  deliberation.  These  experiences  are 
not  "recollected,"  and  they  finally  unite 
in  an  atmosphere  which  is  "tranquil" 
only  in  that  it  is  a  passive  attending  upon 
the  event.  Of  course  this  is  not  quite  the 
whole  story.  There  is  a  great  deal,  in  the 
writing  of  poetry,  which  must  be  con- 
scious and  deliberate.  In  fact,  the  bad 
poet  is  usually  unconscious  where  he 
ought  to  be  conscious,  and  conscious 
where  he  ought  to  be  unconscious.  Both 
errors  tend  to  make  him  "personal." 
Poetry  is  not  a  turning  loose  of  emo- 
tion, but  an  escape  from  emotion;  it  is 
not  the  expression  of  personality,  but  an 
escape  from  personality.  But,  of  course, 
only  those  who  have  personality  and 
emotions  know  what  it  means  to  want  to 
escape  from   these   things. 


6  8c  vovs  Lcru)<s  daorepov  tl  kol  aTra9i<i 
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This  essay  proposes  to  halt  at  the 
frontier  of  metaphysics  or  mysticism,  and 
confine  itself  to  such  practical  conclu- 
sions as  can  be  applied  by  the  reasonable 
person  interested  in  poetry.  To  divert 
interest  from  the  poet  to  the  poetry  is  a 
laudable  aim:  for  it  would  conduce  to  a 
juster  estimation  of  actual  poetry,  good 
and  bad.  There  are  many  people  who  ap- 
preciate the  expression  of  sincere  emo- 
tion in  verse,  and  there  is  a  smaller  num- 
ber of  people  who  can  appreciate  tech- 

9  Possibly  the  mind  is  too  divine,  and  is 
therefore  unaffected. 


nical  excellence.  But  very  few  know 
when  there  is  an  expression  of  significant 
emotion,  emotion  which  has  its  life  in  the 
poem  and  not  in  the  history  of  the  poet. 
The  emotion  of  art  is  impersonal.  And 
the  poet  cannot  reach  this  impersonality 
without  surrendering  himself  wholly  to 
the  work  to  be  done.  And  he  is  not  likely 
to  know  what  is  to  be  done  unless  he  lives 
in  what  is  not  merely  the  present,  but 
the  present  moment  of  the  past,  unless 
he  is  conscious,  not  of  what  is  dead,  but 
of  what  is  already  living. 


Robert  Frost 
*  1874- 


Unlike  Mr.  Eliot,  Robert  Frost  is  a  poet 
who  has  written  little  about  his  craft, 
though  he  has  talked  of  it  often  infor- 
mally to  audiences  whom  he  has  delighted 
with  homely  observations  on  what  he  has 
done  and  why  he  did  it.  How  he  did  it 
or  what  he  intended  is  another  matter, 
and  Mr.  Frost  speaks  less  willingly  on 
that,  because  he  is  not  sure  that  the  poet 
ever  really  knows.  His  eye  is  turned  and 
his  ear  is  tuned  to  poetry  which  delights 
by  surprise  rather  than  puzzles.  Some- 
times he  speaks  of  his  own  poems  as  his 
"little  jokes,"  which  is  a  deceptively  lei- 
surely manner  of  describing  them.  But 
Mr.  Frost,  in  verse  or  prose,  is  deceptive, 
even  in  his  seriousness,  which  people 
who  are  too  serious  sometimes  fail  to 
recognize.  In  speaking  of  wildness  in 
poetry,  he  links  himself  to  some  atti- 
tudes expressed  by  such  New  England 
predecessors  as  Emerson  and  Thoreau. 
"The  Figure  a  Poem  Makes"  appears  as  a 
preface    to    the    complete    poems    of 
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The  Figure  a  Poem  Makes 

Abstraction  is  an  old  story  with  the  phi- 
losophers, but  it  has  been  like  a  new  toy 
in  the  hands  of  the  artists  of  our  day. 
Why  can't  we  have  any  one  quality  of 
poetry  we  choose  by  itself?  We  can  have 
in  thought.  Then  it  will  go  hard  if  we 
can't  in  practice.  Our  lives  for  it. 

Granted  no  one  but  a  humanist  much 
cares  how  sound  a  poem  is  if  it  is  only  a 
sound.  The  sound  is  the  gold  in  the  ore. 
Then  we  will  have  the  sound  out  alone 
and  dispense  with  the  inessential.  We  do 
till  we  make  the  discoveiy  that  the  object 
in  writing  poetry  is  to  make  all  poems 
sound  as  different  as  possible  from  each 
other,  and  the  resources  for  that  of 
vowels,  consonants,  punctuation,  syntax, 
words,  sentences,  meter  are  not  enough. 
We  need  the  help  of  context — meaning 
— subject  matter.  That  is  the  greatest 
help  towards  variety.  All  that  can  be 
done  with  words  is  soon  told.  So  also 
with  meters — particularly  in  our  lan- 
guage where  there  are  virtually  but  two, 
strict  iambic  and  loose  iambic.  The  an- 
cients with  many  were  still  poor  if  they 
depended  on  meters  for  all  tune.  It  is 
painful  to  watch  our  sprung-rhythmists 
straining  at  the  point  of  omitting  one 
short  from  a  foot  for  relief  from  monot- 
ony. The  possibilities  for  tune  from  the 
dramatic  tones  of  meaning  struck  across 
the  rigidity  of  a  limited  meter  are  end- 
less. And  we  are  back  in  poetry  as  merely 
one  more  art  of  having  something  to  say, 
sound  or  unsound.  Probably  better  if 
sound,  because  deeper  and  from  wider 
experience. 

Then  there  is  this  wildness  whereof  it 
is  spoken.  Granted  again  that  it  has  an 
equal  claim  with  sound  to  being  a  poem's 
better  half.  If  it  is  a  wild  tune,  it  is  a 
poem.  Our  problem  then  is,  as  modern 
abstractionists,  to  have  the  wildness  pure; 


to  be  wild  with  nothing  to  be  wild  about. 
We  bring  up  as  aberrationists,  giving 
way  to  undirected  associations  and  kick- 
ing ourselves  from  one  chance  suggestion 
to  another  in  all  directions  as  of  a  hot 
afternoon  in  the  life  of  a  grasshopper. 
Theme  alone  can  steady  us  down.  Just 
as  the  first  mystery  was  how  a  poem 
could  have  a  tune  in  such  a  straightness 
as  meter,  so  the  second  mystery  is  how  a 
poem  can  have  wildness  and  at  the  same 
time  a  subject  that  shall  be  fulfilled. 

It  should  be  of  the  pleasure  of  a  poem 
itself  to  tell  how  it  can.  The  figure  a 
poem  makes.  It  begins  in  delight  and 
ends  in  wisdom.  The  figure  is  the  same 
as  for  love.  No  one  can  really  hold  that 
the  ecstasy  should  be  static  and  stand 
still  in  one  place.  It  begins  in  delight, 
it  inclines  to  the  impulse,  it  assumes  di- 
rection with  the  first  line  laid  down,  it 
runs  a  course  of  lucky  events,  and  ends 
in  a  clarification  of  life — not  necessarily 
a  great  clarification,  such  as  sects  and 
cults  are  founded  on,  but  in  a  momen- 
tary stay  against  confusion.  It  has  de- 
nouement. It  has  an  outcome  that  though 
unforeseen  was  predestined  from  the 
first  image  of  the  original  mood — and  in- 
deed from  the  very  mood.  It  is  but  a  trick 
poem  and  no  poem  at  all  if  the  best  of  it 
was  thought  of  first  and  saved  for  the 
last.  It  finds  its  own  name  as  it  goes  and 
discovers  the  best  waiting  for  it  in  some 
final  phrase  at  once  wise  and  sad — the 
happy-sad  blend  of  the  drinking  song. 

No  tears  in  the  writer,  no  tears  in  the 
reader.  No  surprise  for  the  writer,  no 
surprise  for  the  reader.  For  me  the  initial 
delight  is  in  the  surprise  of  remembering 
something  I  didn't  know  I  knew.  I  am 
in  a  place,  in  a  situation,  as  if  I  had  ma- 
terialized from  cloud  or  risen  out  of  the 
ground.  There  is  a  glad  recognition  of 
the  long  lost  and  the  rest  follows.  Step 
by  step  the  wonder  of  unexpected  supply 
keeps  growing.  The  impressions  most 
useful  to  my  purpose  seem  always  those 
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I  was  unaware  of  and  so  made  no  note 
of  at  the  time  when  taken,  and  the  con- 
clusion is  come  to  that  like  giants  we  are 
always  hurling  experience  ahead  of  us  to 
pave  the  future  with  against  the  day 
when  we  may  want  to  strike  a  line  of 
purpose  across  it  for  somewhere.  The 
line  will  have  the  more  charm  for  not 
being  mechanically  straight.  We  enjoy 
the  straight  crookedness  of  a  good  walk- 
ing stick.  Modern  instruments  of  preci- 
sion are  being  used  to  make  things 
crooked  as  if  by  eye  and  hand  in  the 
old  days. 

I  tell  how  there  may  be  a  better  wild- 
ness  of  logic  than  of  inconsequence.  But 
the  logic  is  backward,  in  retrospect,  after 
the  act.  It  must  be  more  felt  than  seen 
ahead  like  prophecy.  It  must  be  a  revela- 
tion, or  a  series  of  revelations,  as  much 
for  the  poet  as  for  the  reader.  For  it  to 
be  that  there  must  have  been  the  greatest 
freedom  of  the  material  to  move  about 
in  it  and  to  establish  relations  in  it  re- 
gardless of  time  and  space,  previous  rela- 
tion, and  everything  but  affinity.  We 
prate  of  freedom.  We  call  our  schools 
free  because  we  are  not  free  to  stay  away 
from  them  till  we  are  sixteen  years  of 
age.  I  have  given  up  my  democratic  prej- 
udices and  now  willingly  set  the  lower 
classes  free  to  be  completely  taken  care 
of  by  the  upper  classes.  Political  freedom 
is  nothing  to  me.  I  bestow  it  right  and 
left.  All  I  would  keep  for  myself  is  the 
freedom  of  my  material — the  condition 
of  body  and  mind  now  and  then  to  sum- 
mons aptly  from  the  vast  chaos  of  all  I 
have  lived  through. 

Scholars  and  artists  thrown  together 
are  often  annoyed  at  the  puzzle  of  where 
they  differ.  Both  work  from  knowledge; 
but  I  suspect  they  differ  most  impor- 
tantly in  the  way  their  knowledge  is  come 
by.  Scholars  get  theirs  with  conscien- 
tious thoroughness  along  projected  lines 
of  logic;  poets  theirs  cavalierly  and  as  it 
happens  in  and  out  of  books.  They  stick 


to  nothing  deliberately,  but  let  what 
will  stick  to  them  like  burrs  where  they 
walk  in  the  fields.  No  acquirement  is 
on  assignment,  or  even  self-assignment. 
Knowledge  of  the  second  kind  is  much 
more  available  in  the  wild  free  ways  of 
wit  and  art.  A  schoolboy  may  be  defined 
as  one  who  can  tell  you  what  he  knows 
in  the  order  in  which  he  learned  it.  The 
artist  must  value  himself  as  he  snatches 
a  thing  from  some  previous  order  in  time 
and  space  into  a  new  order  with  not  so 
much  as  a  ligature  clinging  to  it  of  the 
old  place  where  it  was  organic. 

More  than  once  I  should  have  lost  my 
soul  to  radicalism  if  it  had  been  the  orig- 
inality it  was  mistaken  for  by  its  young 
converts.  Originality  and  initiative  are 
what  I  ask  for  my  country.  For  myself 
the  originality  need  be  no  more  than  the 
freshness  of  a  poem  run  in  the  way  I 
have  described:  from  delight  to  wisdom. 
The  figure  is  the  same  as  for  love.  Like 
a  piece  of  ice  on  a  hot  stove  the  poem 
must  ride  on  its  own  melting.  A  poem 
may  be  worked  over  once  it  is  in  being, 
but  may  not  be  worried  into  being.  Its 
most  precious  quality  will  remain  its  hav- 
ing run  itself  and  carried  away  the  poet 
with  it.  Read  it  a  hundred  times:  it  will 
forever  keep  its  freshness  as  a  metal 
keeps  its  fragrance.  It  can  never  lose  its 
sense  of  a  meaning  that  once  unfolded 
by  surprise  as  it  went. 


E.  B.  White 

*  1899- 


Elwyn  Brooks  White  is  another  poet, 
though  a  minor  one,  who  prefers  to  allow 
poetry  to  he  what  it  will  rather  than 
what  he  would  like  it  to  he.  As  the  al- 
most anonymous  stylist  who  for  years  is 
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said  to  have  manicured  the  paragraphs 
which  make  up  the  "Talk  of  the  Town" 
section  of  the  new  yorker,  he  has  be- 
come something  of  a  legend  among  his 
admirers,  though  frowned  on  by  others 
because  he  refuses  to  be  pinned  down. 
Among  his  books  are  is  sex  necessary?, 
done  in  collaboration  with  James  Thurber, 
in  1929,  alice  through  the  cello- 
phane in  1933,  a  witty  discussion  of 
what  were  then  considered  modern 
trends,  quo  vadis?  or,  the  case  for  the 
bicycle  in  1939,  which  talked  of  the 
complex  absurdities  of  urban  and  sub- 
urban life,  and  one  man's  meat  in  1942, 
from  which  this  essay  on  poetry  is  re- 
printed. 


Poetry 

"I  wish  poets  could  be  clearer,"  shouted 
my  wife  angrily  from  the  next  room. 

Hers  is  a  universal  longing.  We  would 
all  like  it  if  the  bards  would  make  them- 
selves plain,  or  we  think  we  would.  The 
poets,  however,  are  not  easily  diverted 
from  their  high  mysterious  ways.  A  poet 
dares  to  be  just  so  clear  and  no  clearer; 
he  approaches  lucid  ground  warily,  like 
a  mariner  who  is  determined  not  to  scrape 
his  bottom  on  anything  solid.  A  poet's 
pleasure  is  to  withhold  a  little  of  his 
meaning,  to  intensify  by  mystification. 
He  unzips  the  veil  from  beauty,  but  does 
not  remove  it.  A  poet  utterly  clear  is  a 
trifle  glaring. 

The  subject  is  a  fascinating  one.  I 
think  poetry  is  the  greatest  of  the  arts.  It 
combines  music  and  painting  and  story- 
telling and  prophecy  and  the  dance.  It 
is  religious  in  tone,  scientific  in  attitude. 
A  true  poem  contains  a  seed  of  wonder; 
but  a  bad  poem,  egg-fashion,  stinks.  I 
think  there  is  no  such  thing  as  a  long 
poem.  If  it  is  long  it  isn't  a  poem:  it  is 
something  else.  A  book  like  John  Brown's 


Body,  for  instance,  is  not  a  poem — it  is  a 
series  of  poems  tied  together  with  a  cord. 
Poetry  is  intensity,  and  nothing  is  intense 
for  long. 

Some  poets  are  naturally  clearer  than 
others.  To  achieve  great  popularity  or 
great  fame  it  is  of  some  advantage  to  be 
either  extremely  clear  (like  Edgar  Guest) 
or  thoroughly  opaque  (like  Gertrude 
Stein).  The  first  poet  in  the  land — if  I 
may  use  the  word  poet  loosely — is  Edgar 
Guest.  He  is  the  singer  who,  more  than 
any  other,  gives  to  Americans  the  enjoy- 
ment of  rhyme  and  meter.  Whether  he 
gives  also  to  any  of  his  satisfied  readers 
that  blinding,  aching  emotion  which  I 
get  from  reading  certain  verses  by  other 
writers  is  a  question  which  interests  me 
very  much.  Being  democratic,  I  am  con- 
tent to  have  the  majority  ruling  in  every- 
thing, it  would  seem,  but  literature. 

There  are  many  types  of  poetical  ob- 
scurity. There  is  the  obscurity  which  re- 
sults from  the  poet's  being  mad.  This  is 
rare.  Madness  in  poets  is  as  uncommon 
as  madness  in  dogs.  A  discouraging  num- 
ber of  reputable  poets  are  sane  beyond 
recall.  There  is  also  the  obscurity  which 
is  the  result  of  the  poet's  wishing  to  ap- 
pear mad.  This  is  rather  common  and 
rather  dreadful.  I  know  of  nothing  more 
distasteful  than  the  work  of  a  poet  who 
has  taken  leave  of  his  reason  deliberately, 
as  a  commuter  might  of  his  wife. 

Then  there  is  the  unintentional  obscu- 
rity, or  muddiness,  which  comes  from  the 
inability  of  some  writers  to  express  even 
a  simple  idea  without  stirring  up  the 
bottom.  And  there  is  the  obscurity  which 
results  when  a  fairly  large  thought  is 
crammed  into  a  three-  or  four-foot  line. 
The  function  of  poetry  is  to  concentrate; 
but  sometimes  over-concentration  occurs, 
and  there  is  no  more  comfort  in  such  a 
poem  than  there  is  in  the  subway  at  peak 
hour. 

Sometimes  a  poet  becomes  so  com- 
pletely absorbed  in  the  lyrical  possibil- 
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ities  of  certain  combinations  of  sounds 
that  he  forgets  what  he  started  out  to 
say,  if  anything,  and  here  again  a  nasty 
tangle  results.  This  type  of  obscurity  is 
one  which  I  have  great  sympathy  for:  I 
know  that  quite  frequently  in  the  course 
of  delivering  himself  of  a  poem  a  poet 
will  find  himself  in  possession  of  a  lyric 
bauble — a  line  as  smooth  as  velvet  to  the 
ear,  as  pretty  as  a  feather  to  the  eye,  yet 
a  line  definitely  out  of  plumb  with  the 
frame  of  the  poem.  What  to  do  with  a 
trinket  like  this  is  always  troubling  to  a 
poet,  who  is  naturally  grateful  to  his 
Muse  for  small  favors.  Usually  he  just 
drops  the  shining  object  into  the  body  of 
the  poem  somewhere  and  hopes  it  won't 
look  too  giddy.  (I  sound  as  though  I 
were  contemptuous  of  poets;  the  fact  is  I 
am  jealous  of  them.  I  would  rather  be 
one  than  anything.) 

My  quarrel  with  poets  (who  will  be 
surprised  to  learn  that  a  quarrel  is  go- 
ing on)  is  not  that  they  are  unclear  but 
that  they  are  too  diligent.  Diligence  in 
a  poet  is  the  same  as  dishonesty  in  a 
bookkeeper.  There  are  rafts  of  bards  who 
are  writing  too  much,  too  diligently,  and 
too  slyly.  Few  poets  are  willing  to  wait 
out  their  pregnancy — they  prefer  to  have 
a  premature  baby  and  allow  it  to  incu- 
bate after  being  laid  in  Caslon  Old  Style. 

I  think  Americans,  perhaps  more  than 
other  people,  are  impressed  by  what  they 
don't  understand,  and  the  poets  take  ad- 
vantage of  this.  Gertrude  Stein  has  had 
an  amazing  amount  of  newspaper  space, 
out  of  all  proportion  to  the  pleasure  she 
has  given  people  by  her  writings,  it 
seems  to  me,  although  I  am  just  guess- 
ing. Miss  Stein  is  preoccupied  with  an 
experimental  sort  of  writing  which  she 
finds  diverting  and  exciting  and  which 
is  all  right  by  me.  Her  deep  interest  in 
the  sound  that  words  make  is  laudable; 
too  little  attention  is  paid  by  most  writers 
to  sound,  and  too  many  writers  are  com- 
pletely tone-deaf.  But  on  the  other  hand 
I  am  not  ready  to  believe  that  any  writer, 


except  with  dogged  premeditation,  would 
always  work  in  so  elegantly  obscure  and 
elliptical  a  fashion  as  the  author  of  "A 
rose  is  a  rose" — never  in  a  more  conven- 
tional manner.  To  be  one  hundred  per 
cent  roundabout  one  must  be  pure  genius 
— and  nobody  is  that  good. 

On  the  whole,  I  think  my  wife  is  right: 
the  poets  could  be  a  little  clearer  and 
still  not  get  over  on  to  ground  which  is 
unsuitably  solid.  I  am  surprised  that  I 
have  gone  on  this  way  about  them.  I  too 
am  cursed  with  diligence.  I  bite  my 
pencil  and  stare  at  a  marked  calendar. 


W.  H.  Auden 

*  1907- 


Born  in  England  and  educated  at  Oxford, 
Wystan  Hugh  Auden  came  to  the  United 
States  in  the  1930s,  and  has  become  a 
prominent  and  influential  member  of  our 
literary  society.  Having  written  and  pub- 
lished verse  here  and  in  England,  he  was 
well  equipped  to  provide  for  the  anchor 
review  in  1957  this  informed  estimate 
of  the  differences  between  poetry  com- 
posed in  his  homeland  and  his  adopted 
country. 


The  Anglo-American  Difference 

One  often  hears  it  said  that  only  in  this 
century  have  the  writers  of  the  United 
States  learned  to  stand  on  their  own  feet 
and  be  truly  American,  that,  previously, 
they  were  slavish  imitators  of  British 
literature.  Applied  to  the  general  reading 
public  and  academic  circles  this  has  a 
certain  amount  of  truth,  but  so  far  as  the 
writers  themselves  are  concerned  it  is 
quite    false.    From    Bryant   on    there   is 
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scarcely  one  American  poet  whose  work, 
if  unsigned,  could  be  mistaken  for  that 
of  an  Englishman.  What  English  poet, 
for  example,  in  need  of  emotive  place 
names  for  a  serious  poem,  would  have 
employed  neither  local  names  nor  names 
famous  in  history  or  mythology,  but 
names  made  up  by  himself  as  Poe  did 
in  Ulalume?  Would  an  English  poet  have 
conceived  the  idea  of  writing  a  scien- 
tific cosmological  prose  poem  and  of 
prefacing  it  thus:  "I  offer  this  Book  of 
Truths,  not  in  its  character  of  truth- 
teller,  but  for  the  Beauty  that  abounds 
in  its  Truth,  constituting  it  true.  .  .  . 
What  I  here  propound  is  true:  therefore 
it  cannot  die.  .  .  .  Nevertheless  it  is  as 
a  Poem  only  that  I  wish  this  work  to  be 
judged  after  I  am  dead."  (Poe:  Preface 
to  Eureka.) 

In  the  same  year,  1855,  appeared 
Maud,  The  Song  of  Hiawatha,  and  the 
first  edition  of  Leaves  of  Grass:  no  two 
poets  could  have  been  more  unlike  each 
other  than  Longfellow  and  Whitman — 
such  diversity  is  in  itself  an  American 
phenomenon — yet,  when  compared  with 
Tennyson,  each  in  his  own  way  shows 
characteristics  of  the  New  World.  Tenny- 
son and  Longfellow  were  both  highly 
skillful  technicians  in  conventional  forms 
and  both  were  regarded  by  their  country- 
men as  the  respectable  mouthpieces  of 
their  age,  and  yet,  how  different  they 
are.  There  is  much  in  Tennyson  that 
Longfellow  would  never  have  dared  to 
write,  for  the  peculiar  American  mixture 
of  Puritan  conscience  and  democratic 
license  can  foster  in  some  cases  a  genteel 
horror  of  the  coarse  for  which  no  Eng- 
lishman has  felt  the  need.  On  the  other 
hand  Longfellow  had  a  curiosity  about 
the  whole  of  European  literature  com- 
pared with  which  Tennyson,  concerned 
only  with  the  poetry  of  his  own  land 
and  the  classical  authors  on  whom  he 
was  educated,  seems  provincial.  Even  if 
there  had  been  Red  Indians  roaming  the 
North  of  Scotland,  unsubjugated  and  un- 


assimilable,  one  cannot  imagine  Tenny- 
son sitting  down  to  write  a  long  poem 
about  them  and  choosing  for  it  a  Finnish 
meter.  Leaving  aside  all  questions  of 
style,  there  is  a  difference  between 
Tennyson's  Ode  on  the  Death  of  the 
Duke  of  Wellington  and  Whitman's  elegy 
for  President  Lincoln  When  Lilacs  Last 
in  the  Door-yard  Bloom d  which  is  sig- 
nificant. Tennyson,  as  one  would  expect 
from  the  title  of  his  poem,  mourns  for  a 
great  public  official  figure,  but  it  would 
be  very  hard  to  guess  from  the  words  of 
Whitman's  poem  that  the  man  he  is  talk- 
ing about  was  the  head  of  a  State;  one 
would  naturally  think  that  he  was  some 
close  personal  friend,  a  private  individ- 
ual. 

To  take  one  more  example:  two 
poets,  contemporaries,  both  women,  both 
religious,  both  introverts  preoccupied 
with  renunciation — Christina  Rossetti  and 
Emily  Dickinson — could  anyone  imagine 
either  of  them  in  the  country  of  the 
other?  When  I  try  to  fancy  such  trans- 
lations, the  only  Americans  I  could  pos- 
sibly imagine  as  British  are  minor  poets 
with  a  turn  for  light  verse  like  Lowell 
and  Holmes,  and  the  only  British  poets 
who  could  conceivably  have  been  Amer- 
icans are  eccentrics  like  Blake  and  Hop- 
kins. 

Normally,  in  comparing  the  poetry  of 
two  cultures,  the  obvious  and  easiest 
point  at  which  to  start  is  with  a  compari- 
son of  the  peculiar  characteristics,  gram- 
matical, rhetorical,  rhythmical,  of  their 
respective  languages,  for  even  the  most 
formal  and  elevated  styles  of  poetry  are 
more  conditioned  by  the  spoken  tongue, 
the  language  really  used  by  the  men  of 
that  country,  than  by  anything  else.  In 
the  case  of  British  and  American  poetry, 
however,  this  is  the  most  subtle  differ- 
ence of  all,  and  the  hardest  to  define.  Any 
Englishman,  with  a  little  effort,  can  learn 
to  pronounce  "the  letter  a  in  psalm  and 
calm  .  .  .  with  the  sound  of  a  in  candle/' 
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to  say  thumbtacks  instead  of  drawing  pins 
or  twenty-o/-one  instead  of  twenty-to- 
one,  and  discover  that,  in  the  Middle 
West,  bought  rhymes  with  hot;  but  he 
will  be  as  far  from  speaking  American 
English  as  his  Yankee  cousin  who  comes 
to  England  will  be  from  speaking  the 
King's.  No  dramatist  in  either  country 
who  has  introduced  a  character  from  the 
other  side,  has,  to  my  knowledge,  been 
able  to  make  his  speech  convincing. 
What  the  secret  of  the  differences  is  I 
cannot  put  my  finger  on;  William  Carlos 
Williams  who  has  thought  more  than 
most  about  this  problem,  says  that  "Pace 
is  one  of  its  most  important  manifesta- 
tions," and  to  this  one  might  add  an- 
other, Pitch.  If  undefinable,  the  difference 
is,  however,  immediately  recognizable  by 
the  ear,  even  in  verse  where  the  formal 
conventions  are  the  same. 

He  must  have  had  a  father  and  a  mother — 
In  fact  I've  heard  him  say  so — and  a  dog, 
As  a  boy  should,  I  venture;  and  the  dog 
Most  likely,  was  the  only  man  who  knew 

him. 
A  dog,  for  all  I  know,  is  what  he  needs 
As  much  as  anything  right  here  today 
To  counsel  him  about  his  disillusions, 
Old  aches,  and  parturitions  of  what's  com- 
ing,— 
A  dog  of  orders,  an  emeritus, 
To  wag  his  tale  at  him  when  he  comes  home, 
And  then  to  put  his  paws  up  on  his  knees 
And   say,    "For    God's    sake,    what's    it    all 
about?" 

E.   A.   ROBINSON 

Ben  Jonson  Entertains  a  Man  from 
Stratford 

Whatever  this  may  owe  to  Browning, 
the  fingering  is  quite  different  and  un- 
British.  Again,  how  American  in  rhythm 
as  well  as  in  sensibility  is  this  stanza  by 
Robert  Frost. 

But  no,  I  was  out  for  stars: 
I  would  not  come  in. 
I  meant  not  even  if  asked; 
And  I  hadn't  been. 


Until  quite  recently  an  English  writer, 
like  one  of  any  European  country,  could 
presuppose  two  conditions,  a  nature 
which  was  mythologized,  humanized,  on 
the  whole  friendly,  and  a  human  society 
which  had  become  in  time,  whatever  suc- 
cession of  invasions  it  may  have  suffered 
in  the  past,  in  race  and  religion  more  or 
less  homogeneous  and  in  which  most 
people  lived  and  died  in  the  locality 
where  they  were  born. 

Christianity  might  have  deprived  Aph- 
rodite, Apollo,  the  local  genius,  of  their 
divinity,  but  as  figures  for  the  forces  of 
nature,  as  a  mode  of  thinking  about  the 
creation,  they  remained  valid  for  poets 
and  their  readers  alike.  Descartes  might 
reduce  the  non-human  universe  to  a 
mechanism,  but  the  feelings  of  Europeans 
about  the  sun  and  moon,  the  cycle  of 
the  seasons,  the  local  landscape  remained 
unchanged.  Wordsworth  might  discard 
the  mythological  terminology,  but  the 
kind  of  relation  between  nature  and 
man  which  he  described  was  the  same 
personal  one.  Even  when  nineteenth- 
century  biology  began  to  trouble  men's 
minds  with  the  thought  that  the  universe 
might  be  without  moral  values,  their 
immediate  experience  was  still  of  a 
friendly  and  lovable  nature.  Whatever 
their  doubts  and  convictions  about  the 
purpose  and  significance  of  the  universe 
as  a  whole,  Tennyson's  Lincolnshire  or 
Hardy's  Dorset  were  places  where  they 
felt  completely  at  home,  landscapes  with 
faces  of  their  own  which  a  human  being 
could  recognize  and  trust. 

But  in  America,  neither  the  size,  con- 
dition, nor  climate  of  the  continent  en- 
courage such  intimacy.  It  is  an  unforget- 
table experience  for  anyone  born  on  the 
other  side  of  the  Atlantic  to  take  a  plane 
journey  by  night  across  the  United  States. 
Looking  down  he  will  see  the  lights  of 
some  town  like  a  last  outpost  in  a  dark- 
ness stretching  for  hours  ahead,  and 
realize  that,  even  if  there  is  no  longer 
an  actual  frontier,  this  is  still  a  continent 


only  partially  settled  and  developed, 
where  human  activity  seems  a  tiny  thing 
in  comparison  to  the  magnitude  of  the 
earth,  and  the  equality  of  men  not  some 
dogma  of  politics  or  jurisprudence  but  a 
self-evident  fact.  He  will  behold  a  wild 
nature  compared  with  which  the  land- 
scapes of  Salvator  Rosa  are  as  cozy  as 
Arcadia  and  which  cannot  possibly  be 
thought  of  in  human  or  personal  terms. 
If  Henry  Adams  could  write: 

When  Adams  was  a  boy  in  Boston,  the  best 
chemist  in  the  place  had  probably  never 
heard  of  Venus  except  by  way  of  scandal, 
or  of  the  Virgin  except  as  idolatry.  .  .  . 
The  force  of  the  Virgin  was  still  felt  at 
Lourdes,  and  seemed  to  be  as  potent  as 
X-rays;  but  in  America  neither  Venus  nor 
Virgin  ever  had  value  as  force — at  most  as 
sentiment.  No  American  had  ever  been  truly 
afraid  of  either. 

the  reason  for  this  was  not  simply  be- 
cause the  Mayflower  carried  iconophobic 
dissenters  but  also  because  the  nature 
which  Americans,  even  in  New  England, 
had  every  reason  to  fear  could  not  pos- 
sibly be  imagined  as  a  mother.  A  white 
whale  whom  man  can  neither  understand 
nor  be  understood  by,  whom  only  a  mad- 
man like  Gabriel  can  worship,  the  only 
relationship  with  whom  is  a  combat  to 
the  death  by  which  a  man's  courage  and 
skill  are  tested  and  judged,  or  the  great 
buck  who  answers  the  poet's  prayer  for 
"someone  else  additional  to  him"  in  The 
Most  of  It  are  more  apt  symbols.  Tho- 
reau,  who  certainly  tried  his  best  to  be- 
come intimate  with  nature,  had  to  con- 
fess 

I  walk  in  nature  still  alone 

And  know  no  one, 
Discern  no  lineament  nor  feature 

Of  any  creature. 

Though  all  the  firmament 

Is  o'er  me  bent, 
Yet  still  I  miss  the  grace 

Of  an  intelligent  and  kindred  face. 
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I  still  must  seek  the  friend 
Who  does  with  nature  blend, 
Who  is  the  person  in  her  mask, 
He  is  the  man  I  ask  .  .  . 

Many  poets  in  the  Old  World  have 
become  disgusted  with  human  civiliza- 
tion, but  what  the  earth  would  be  like  if 
the  race  became  extinct  they  cannot 
imagine;  an  American  like  Robinson 
Jeffers  can  quite  easily,  for  he  has  seen 
with  his  own  eyes  country  as  yet  un- 
touched by  history. 

In  a  land  which  is  fully  settled,  most 
men  must  accept  their  local  environment 
or  try  to  change  it  by  political  means; 
only  the  exceptionally  gifted  or  adven- 
turous can  leave  to  seek  his  fortune  else- 
where. 

In  America,  on  the  other  hand,  to 
move  on  and  make  a  fresh  start  some- 
where else  is  still  the  normal  reaction  to 
dissatisfaction  or  failure.  Such  social 
fluidity  has  important  psychological 
effects.  Since  movement  involves  break- 
ing social  and  personal  ties,  the  habit 
creates  an  attitude  toward  personal  rela- 
tionships in  which  impermanence  is  taken 
for  granted. 

One  could  find  no  better  illustration 
of  the  difference  between  the  Old  and 
the  New  World  than  the  respective  con- 
clusions of  Oliver  Twist  and  Huckleberry 
Finn,  the  heroes  of  which  are  both  or- 
phans. When  Oliver  is  at  last  adopted  by 
Mr.  Brownlow,  his  fondest  dream,  to 
have  a  home,  to  be  surrounded  by  fa- 
miliar friendly  faces,  to  receive  an  edu- 
cation, is  realized.  Huck  is  offered  adop- 
tion too,  significantly  by  a  woman  and 
not  a  man,  but  refuses  because  he  knows 
she  will  try  to  "civilize"  him,  and  lights 
out  by  himself  for  the  West.  Jim,  who 
has  been  his  "buddy"  in  friendship  far 
closer  than  any  employed  by  Oliver,  is 
left  behind  like  an  old  shoe,  just  as  in 
Moby  Dick  Ishmael  becomes  a  blood 
brother  of  Queequeg  and  then  forgets  all 
about  him.   Naturally  the  daydream  of 


212 


W.  H.  Auden 


the  lifelong  comrade  in  adventure  often 
appears  in  American  literature: 

Camerado,  I  give  you  my  hand! 

I   give   you   my   love   more   precious   than 

money, 
I  give  you  myself  before  preaching  or  law; 
Will  you  give  me  yourself?  will  you  come 

travel  with  me? 
Shall  we  stick  by  each  other  as  long  as  we 

live? 

WHITMAN 

Song  of  the  Open  Road 

But  no  American  seriously  expects  such 
a  dream  to  come  true. 

To  be  able  at  any  time  to  break  with 
the  past,  to  move  and  keep  on  moving, 
lessens  the  significance  not  only  of  the 
past  but  also  of  the  future,  and  mini- 
mizes the  importance  of  political  action. 
A  European  may  be  a  conservative  who 
thinks  that  the  right  form  of  society  has 
been  discovered  already,  or  a  liberal  who 
believes  it  is  in  process  of  being  realized, 
or  a  revolutionary  who  thinks  that,  by 
reason  or  force,  he  must  convince  the 
others  that  he  is  right;  he  may  be  an 
optimist  about  the  future  or  a  pessimist. 
None  of  these  terms  apply  accurately  to 
an  American,  for  his  profoundest  feeling 
toward  the  future  is  not  that  it  will  be 
better  or  worse  but  that  it  is  unpredict- 
able, that  all  things,  good  and  bad,  will 
change.  No  failure  is  irredeemable,  no 
success  a  final  satisfaction.  Democracy  is 
the  best  form  of  government,  not  because 
men  will  necessarily  lead  better  or  hap- 
pier lives  under  it,  but  because  it  permits 
constant  experiment;  a  given  experiment 
may  fail,  but  the  people  have  a  right  to 
make  their  own  mistakes.  America  has 
always  been  a  country  of  amateurs  where 
the  professional,  that  is  to  say,  the  man 
who  claims  authority  as  a  member  of  an 
elite  which  knows  the  law  in  some  field 
or  other,  is  an  object  of  distrust  and  re- 
sentment. (In  the  field  with  which  we 
are  here  concerned,  one  symptom  of  this 
is  that  curious  American  phenomenon, 
the  class  of  "Creative  Writing.") 


Amerika,  du  hast  es  besser 
Als  unser  Kontinent,  das  alte, 
Hast  keine  verfallene  Schloesser 
Und  keine  Basalte. 

Goethe,  I  presume,  was  also  thinking  of 
the  absence  of  violent  political  clashes. 
This  is  a  subject  about  which,  in  relation 
to  their  histories,  the  English  and  the 
American  cherish  opposite  fictions.  Be- 
tween 1533  and  1688  the  English  went 
through  a  succession  of  revolutions  in 
which  a  church  was  imposed  on  them 
by  the  engines  of  the  State,  one  king  was 
executed  and  another  deposed,  yet  they 
prefer  to  forget  it  and  pretend  that  the 
social  structure  of  England  is  the  product 
of  organic  peaceful  growth.  The  Amer- 
icans on  the  other  hand  like  to  pretend 
that  what  was  only  a  successful  war  of 
secession  was  a  genuine  revolution  (1829, 
though  bloodless,  was  a  more  revolution- 
ary year  than  1776).  There  is  indeed  an 
American  mentality  which  is  new  and 
unique  in  the  world,  but  it  is  the  product 
less  of  conscious  political  action  than  of 
nature,  of  the  new  and  unique  environ- 
ment of  the  American  continent.  Even 
the  most  revolutionary  feature  of  the 
Constitution,  the  separation  of  Church 
and  State,  was  a  recognition  of  a  condi- 
tion which  had  existed  since  the  first 
settlements  were  made  by  various  reli- 
gious denominations  whose  control  of 
the  secular  authority  could  only  be  local. 
From  the  beginning  America  had  been 
a  pluralist  state  and  pluralism  is  incom- 
patible with  an  Established  Church.  The 
Basalte  in  American  history,  the  Civil 
War,  might  indeed  be  called  Counter- 
Revolution,  for  it  was  fought  primarily 
on  the  issue  not  of  slavery  but  for  unity, 
that  is,  not  for  a  freedom  but  for  a  limita- 
tion on  freedom,  to  ensure  that  the 
United  States  should  remain  pluralist 
and  not  disintegrate  into  an  anarchic 
heap  of  fragments.  Pluralist  and  experi- 
mental: in  place  of  verfallene  Schloesser 
America  has  ghost  towns  and  the  relics 
of  New  Jerusalems  which  failed. 


Whatever  one  may  feel  about  Whit- 
man's poetry,  one  is  bound  to  admit  that 
he  was  the  first  clearly  to  recognize  what 
the  conditions  were  with  which  any  fu- 
ture American  poet  would  have  to  come 
to  terms. 

Plenty  of  songs  had  been  sung — beautiful, 
matchless  songs — adjusted  to  other  lands 
than  these.  .  .  .  The  Old  World  has  had 
the  poems  of  myths,  fictions,  feudalism, 
conquest,  caste,  dynastic  wars,  and  splendid 
exceptional  characters,  which  have  been 
great;  but  the  New  World  needs  the  poems 
of  realities  and  science  and  of  the  demo- 
cratic average  and  basic  equality.  ...  As 
for  native  American  individuality,  the  dis- 
tinctive and  ideal  type  of  Western  character 
(as  consistent  with  the  operative  and  even 
money-making  features  of  United  States 
humanity  as  chosen  knights,  gentlemen  and 
warriors  were  with  the  ideals  of  the  cen- 
turies of  European  feudalism),  it  has  not 
yet  appeared.  I  have  allowed  the  stress  of 
my  poems  from  beginning  to  end  to  bear 
upon  American  individuality  and  assist  it 
— not  only  because  that  is  a  great  lesson  in 
Nature,  amid  all  her  generalising  laws,  but 
as  counterpoise  to  the  levelling  tendencies 
of  Democracy. 

The  last  sentence  makes  it  quite  clear 
that  by  the  "average"  here  who  was  to 
replace  the  "knight"  Whitman  did  not 
mean  the  mediocre,  but  the  individual 
whose  "exceptional  character"  is  not  de- 
rived from  birth,  education,  or  occupa- 
tion, and  that  he  is  aware  of  how  diffi- 
cult it  is  for  such  an  individual  to  ap- 
pear without  the  encouragement  which 
comes  from  membership  in  some  elite. 

What  he  does  not  say,  and  perhaps  did 
not  realize,  is  that  in  a  democracy  the 
status  of  the  poet  himself  is  changed. 
However  fantastic  in  the  light  of  present- 
day  realities  his  notion  may  be,  every 
European  poet,  I  believe,  still  instinc- 
tively thinks  of  himself  as  a  clerk,  a  mem- 
ber of  a  professional  brotherhood,  with 
a  certain  social  status  irrespective  of  the 
number  of  his  readers  (in  his  heart  of 
hearts  the  audience  he  desires  and  ex- 
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pects  are  those  who  govern  the  country), 
and  taking  his  place  in  an  unbroken  his- 
torical succession.  Here  in  the  States, 
poets  have  never  had  or  imagined  they 
had  such  a  status,  and  it  is  up  to  each 
individual  poet  to  justify  his  existence  by 
offering  a  unique  product.  It  would  be 
grossly  unjust  to  assert  that  there  are 
fewer  lovers  of  poetry  in  the  New  World 
than  in  the  Old — in  how  many  places 
abroad  could  a  poet  demand  and  receive 
a  substantial  sum  for  reading  his  work 
aloud? — but  there  is  a  tendency,  perhaps, 
in  the  former,  for  audiences  to  be  drawn 
rather  by  name  than  a  poem,  and  for  a 
poet,  on  his  side,  to  demand  approval  for 
his  work  not  simply  because  it  is  good 
but  because  it  is  his.  To  some  degree 
every  American  poet  feels  that  the  whole 
responsibility  for  contemporary  poetry 
has  fallen  upon  his  shoulders,  that  he  is 
a  literary  aristocracy  of  one.  "Tradition," 
wrote  T.  S.  Eliot  in  a  famous  essay,  "can- 
not be  inherited,  and  if  you  want  it  you 
must  obtain  it  by  great  labour."  I  do  not 
think  that  any  European  critic  would 
have  said  just  this.  He  would  not,  of 
course,  deny  that  every  poet  must  work 
hard,  but  the  suggestion  in  the  first  half 
of  the  sentence  that  no  sense  of  tradition 
is  acquired  except  by  conscious  effort 
would  seem  strange  to  him. 

There  are  advantages  and  disadvan- 
tages in  both  attitudes.  A  British  poet 
can  take  writing  more  for  granted  and  so 
write  with  a  lack  of  strain  and  over- 
earnestness.  American  poetry  has  many 
tones,  a  man  talking  to  himself  or  one 
intimate  friend,  a  prophet  crying  in  the 
wilderness,  but  the  easy-going  tone  of  a 
man  talking  to  a  group  of  his  peers  is 
rare;  for  a  "serious"  poet  to  write  light 
verse  is  frowned  on  in  America  and  if, 
when  he  is  asked  why  he  writes  poetry, 
he  replies,  as  any  European  poet  would, 
"For  fun,"  his  audience  is  shocked.  (In 
this  Cambridge-on-the-Cam  is  perhaps  a 
few  leagues  nearer  Gambier,  Ohio,  than 
is  Oxford-on-Thames.) 
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On  the  other  hand  the  British  poet  is 
in  much  greater  danger  of  becoming  lazy, 
or  academic,  or  irresponsible.  (One 
comes  across  some  passages,  even  in  very 
fine  English  poetry  which  make  one 
think;  "Yes,  very  effective  but  does  he 
believe  what  he  is  saying?";  in  American 
poetry  such  passages  are  extremely  rare. ) 
The  first  thing  that  strikes  a  reader  about 
the  best  American  poets  is  how  utterly 
unlike  each  other  they  are.  Where  else 
in  the  world,  for  example,  could  one  find 
seven  poets  of  approximately  the  same 
generation  so  different  as  Ezra  Pound, 
W.  C.  Williams,  Vachel  Lindsay,  Mari- 
anne Moore,  Wallace  Stevens,  E.  E. 
Cummings  and  Laura  Riding?  The 
danger  for  the  American  poet  is  not  of 
writing  like  everybody  else  but  of  cranki- 
ness and  a  parody  of  his  own  manner.1 

Plato  said  that  when  the  modes  of 
music  change  the  walls  of  the  city  are 
shaken.  It  might  be  truer  to  say,  perhaps, 
that  a  change  in  the  modes  gives  warn- 
ing of  a  shaking  of  the  walls  in  the  near 
future.  The  social  strains  which  later 
break  out  in  political  action  are  first  ex- 
perienced by  artists  as  a  feeling  that  the 
current  modes  of  expression  are  no  longer 

1  The  undeniable  appearance  in  the  States 
during  the  last  fifteen  years  or  so  of  a  certain 
literary  conformity,  of  a  proper  and  author- 
ized way  to  write  poetry,  is  a  new  and  dis- 
quieting symptom,  which  I  cannot  pretend 
to  be  able  to  explain  fully.  The  role  of  the 
American  college  as  a  patron  of  poets  has 
been  discussed  a  good  deal  both  here  and 
in  England.  Those  who  criticize  it,  often 
with  some  reason,  fail  to  suggest  a  better 
alternative.  It  would  be  nice  if  the  colleges 
could  ask  no  more  from  the  poets  in  return 
for  their  keep  than  occasional  pieces,  a  Com- 
mencement Day  masque  or  an  elegy  on  a 
deceased  trustee;  if  that  is  too  much  to  ask, 
then  the  poets  themselves  should  at  least  de- 
mand that  they  give  academic  courses  in  the 
literature  of  the  dead  and  refuse  to  have 
anything  to  do  with  modern  literature  or 
courses  in  writing.  There  has  been  a  vast 
output  of  critical  studies  in  contemporary 
poetry,  some  of  them  first-rate,  but  I  do  not 
think  that,  as  a  rule,  a  poet  should  read  or 
write  them. 


capable  of  dealing  with  their  real  con- 
cerns. Thus,  when  one  thinks  of  "mod- 
ern" painting,  music,  fiction,  or  poetry, 
the  names  which  immediately  come  to 
mind  as  its  leaders  and  creators  are  those 
of  persons  who  were  born  roughly  be- 
tween 1870  and  1890  and  who  began  pro- 
ducing their  "new"  work  before  the  out- 
break of  World  War  I  in  1914,  and  in 
poetry  and  fiction,  at  least,  American 
names  are  prominent. 

When  a  revolutionary  break  with  the 
past  is  necessary,  it  is  an  advantage  not 
to  be  too  closely  identified  with  any  one 
particular  literature  or  any  particular  cul- 
tural group.  Americans  like  Eliot  and 
Pound,  for  example,  could  be  as  curious 
about  French  or  Italian  poetry  as  about 
English  and  could  hear  the  poetry  of  the 
past,  like  the  verse  of  Webster,  freshly  in 
a  way  that  for  an  Englishman,  trammeled 
by  traditional  notions  of  Elizabethan 
blank  verse,  would  have  been  difficult. 

Further,  as  Americans,  they  were  al- 
ready familiar  with  the  dehumanized  na- 
ture and  the  social  leveling  which  a  tech- 
nological civilization  was  about  to  make 
universal  and  with  which  the  European 
mentality  was  unprepared  to  deal.  After 
his  visit  to  America  De  Toqueville  made 
a  remarkable  prophecy  about  the  kind  of 
poetry  which  a  democratic  society  would 
produce. 

I  am  persuaded  that  in  the  end  democracy 
diverts  the  imagination  from  all  that  is  ex- 
ternal to  man  and  fixes  it  on  man  alone. 
Democratic  nations  may  amuse  themselves 
for  a  while  with  considering  the  productions 
of  nature,  but  they  are  excited  in  reality 
only  by  a  survey  of  themselves.  .  .  . 

The  poets  who  lived  in  aristocratic  ages 
have  been  eminendy  successful  in  their 
delineations  of  certain  incidents  in  the  life 
of  a  people  or  a  man;  but  none  of  them  ever 
ventured  to  include  within  his  performances 
the  destinies  of  mankind,  a  task  which  poets 
writing  in  democratic  ages  may  attempt.  .  .  . 

It  may  be  forseen  in  like  manner  that  poets 
living  in  democratic  times  will  prefer  the 
delineation  of  the  passions  and  ideas  to  that 
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of  persons  and  achievements.  The  language, 
the  dress,  and  the  daily  actions  of  men  in 
democracies  are  repugnant  to  conceptions 
of  the  ideal.  .  .  .  This  forces  the  poet  con- 
stantly to  search  below  the  external  surface 
which  is  palpable  to  the  senses,  in  order  to 
read  the  inner  soul;  and  nothing  lends  it- 
self more  to  the  delineation  of  the  idea  than 
the  scrutiny  of  the  hidden  depths  in  the  im- 
material nature  of  man.  .  .  .  The  destinies 
of  mankind,  man  himself  taken  aloof  from 
his  country  and  his  age  and  standing  in  the 
presence  of  Nature  and  of  God,  with  his 
passions,  his  doubts,  his  rare  prosperities 
and  inconceivable  wretchedness,  will  be- 
come the  chief,  if  not  the  sole,  theme  of 
poetry. 

If  this  be  an  accurate  description  of  the 
poetry  we  call  modern,  then  one  might 
say  that  America  has  never  known  any 
other  kind. 


Donald  Hall 
*  1928- 
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The  New  Poetry 

The  old  days  are  the  best,  and  they  are 
usually  twenty  or  thirty  years  ago.  They 
are  the  time  when  the  men  now  in  their 
vocal  middle  age  were  emerging  from 
colleges  and  entering  their  professions. 
Today  we  worship  the  twenties;  most 
undergraduates,  following  their  intellec- 


tual leaders,  regret  the  disappearance  of 
speakeasies,  raccoon  coats,  and  Jay 
Gatsby.  Their  teachers  of  poetry  some- 
times seem  to  consider  that  literature 
ended  when  Hart  Crane  drowned  in  the 
Gulf  of  Mexico.  Though  the  new  poets 
receive  kindness  and  help,  because  they 
are  poets,  they  are  not  thought  to  be  very 
good.  We  are  living,  it  is  said,  in  an  un- 
creative  age. 

All  generations  are  not  equally  pro- 
ductive or  intelligent,  and  perhaps  in  the 
perspective  of  a  hundred  years  the  crea- 
tivity of  the  teens  and  the  twenties  will 
put  the  mid-century  to  shame.  It  is  early 
to  tell.  Nevertheless,  it  seems  probable 
that  many  men  are  blind  to  the  virtues 
of  contemporary  literary  effort  merely 
because  it  does  not  accord  with  the  styles 
of  twenty  or  thirty  years  ago.  Experi- 
mentalism  has  become  a  vested  interest; 
now  it  is  not  Pound  who  shouts,  "Make 
it  new!",  but  the  weekly  news  magazines. 
Time,  which  reported  rumors  that  The 
Waste  Land  was  a  hoax  when  the  poem 
was  first  printed,  now  displays  T.  S.  Eliot 
on  its  cover;  but  in  its  book  reviews 
Time  shows  that  it  has  not  really 
changed  its  philistine  policy,  for  the  new 
poets  are  scorned  as  "academic."  Even  a 
sympathetic  critic  like  Malcolm  Cowley, 
in  The  Literary  Situation,  can  call  poets 
"timid,  formal,  and  correct,"  in  compari- 
son to  the  vigorous  critics. 

The  new  poetry  in  America  seems  to 
me  an  extremely  impressive  body  of 
work.  Not  all  the  older  generation  have 
found  it  lacking.  T.  S.  Eliot  has  pub- 
lished Robert  Lowell  and  Richard  Wilbur 
in  England  (Theodore  Roethke  has  been 
published  there  by  John  Lehmann ) ;  he 
has  printed  the  best,  and  avoided  several 
undeserved  reputations.  Louise  Bogan,  as 
The  New  Yorker  s  poetry  reviewer,  has 
been  both  sympathetic  and  judicious. 
Perhaps  some  of  the  critics  have  simply 
failed  to  keep  up.  Cowley,  who  reports 
that  "poetry  seems  to  be  retreating," 
mentions  not  a  single  new  poet  in  his 
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entire  book,  though  he  discusses  novelist 
after  novelist.  He  mentions  Amy  Lowell, 
but  not  Robert. 

So  let  us  look  at  what  has  been  done 
in  the  last  fifteen  years  and  is  being  done 
now — the  poetry  which  we  are  as  in- 
clined to  overrate  as  our  elders  to  under- 
rate; the  poetry  which,  in  thirty  years,  we 
may  well  be  lamenting  the  decline  of — 
let  us  examine  the  contemporary  period 
which  will  become  the  good  old  days. 


Robert  Lowell  seems  to  me  the  best 
of  the  younger  poets  of  the  language.  He 
was  born  in  Boston  in  1917,  a  member  of 
the  Lowell  family  which  produced  the 
poets  Amy  and  James  Russell,  a  presi- 
dent of  Harvard,  and  many  of  the  found- 
ers and  conservatives  of  New  England 
society.  This  heritage,  and  his  break  with 
it  by  his  conversion  to  Catholicism,  is  the 
background  against  which  many  of  his 
poems  take  place.  His  first  book,  Land 
of  Unlikeness,  was  printed  in  an  edition 
of  250  copies  by  the  Cummington  Press 
in  1944.  His  second  book,  Lord  Weary  s 
Castle  (1946),  was  accorded  the  Pulitzer 
Prize.  His  most  recent  volume  was  The 
Mills  of  the  Kavanaughs  in  1951. 

Lowell  understands  the  world  in  terms 
of  a  fundamental  opposition;  Randall 
Jarrell's  review  of  Lord  Weary's  Castle 
described  it  well.  Always  weighing  on 
him  are  the  constrictive  forces  of  rigidity, 
sin,  cruelty,  the  "Old  Law,"  and  his 
Puritan  ancestors.  But  there  exists,  also, 
the  possibility  of  freedom,  of  release, 
toward  which  the  soul  struggles.  In  the 
poems,  the  struggle  is  sometimes  re- 
warded and  sometimes  frustrated.  Even 
the  Church,  his  scheme  of  liberation  from 
capitalist-Protestant  New  England,  some- 
times is  discovered  to  be  the  law  and 
family  again — like  a  nightmare  in  which 
the  saving  friend  is  the  enemy  in  disguise. 
Though  he  can  admire  his  ancestors,  who 
"quartered  the  Leviathan's  fat  flanks/ And 
fought  the   British  Lion  to  his   knees," 


these  are  the  same  men  who  "fenced  their 
gardens  with  the  Redman's  bones,"  and 
their  guilt  has  been  inherited.  The  poet 
must  say: 

Mother,   for   these   three  hundred   years   or 

more 
Neither  our  clippers  nor  our  slavers  reached 
The    haven    of    your    peace    in    this    Bay 

State  ... 

and  ask  blessings  from  the  Mother  of 
God,  blessings  to  raise  him  from  the  dead 
like  Lazarus.  Yet,  unlike  Lazarus,  the 
poet  is  doomed  to  die  and  be  raised  again 
in  a  perpetual  recurrence,  as  the  opposi- 
tion of  constriction  and  release  shifts  from 
pole  to  pole. 

Land  of  Unlikeness  consisted  of 
twenty-one  poems.  In  Lord  Weary's 
Castle,  eight  of  these  poems  were  re- 
vised and  reprinted,  and  thirteen  aban- 
doned, mainly,  it  would  seem,  for  met- 
rical reasons.  The  growth,  in  technique 
and  character,  between  the  first  book  and 
the  second  is  extraordinary.  R.  P.  Black- 
mur's  criticism  of  Land  of  Unlikeness, 
which  was  well  taken,  cannot  be  made 
of  Lord  Weary's  Castle;  the  meter  is  no 
longer  applied,  but  employed.  Lowell  is 
in  control,  and  has  established  a  kind  of 
desperate  equilibrium  between  the  chaos 
of  the  world  he  usually  hates  and  the 
loved  form  of  the  art  by  which  he  dis- 
plays it. 

As  with  most  men,  Lowell's  occa- 
sional errors  are  only  his  felicities  made 
extreme.  The  phrase  about  Mary's 
"scorched,  blue  thunderbreasts  of  love," 
which  attempts  passion  but  achieves 
bathos,  is  close  to  the  genuinely  intense 
emotions  of  these  lines,  from  "New 
Year's  Day": 

In  the  snow 
The  kitten  heaved  its  hindlegs,  as  if  fouled, 
And  died.  We  bent  it  in  a  Christmas  box 
And   scattered   blazing   weeds   to   scare  the 

crow 
Until    the    snake-tailed    sea-winds    coughed 

and  howled 
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For  alms  outside  the  church  whose  double 

locks 
Wait  for  St.  Peter,  the  distorted  key. 
Under  St.  Peter's  bell  the  parish  sea 

Swells  with  its  smelt  into  the  burlap  shack 
Where  Joseph  plucks  his  hand-lines  like  a 

harp, 
And  hears  the  fearful  Puer  natus  est 
Of  Circumcision,  and  relives  the  wrack 
And  howls  of  Jesus  whom  he  holds.  How 

sharp 
The  burden  of  the  Law  before  the  beast: 
Time  and  the  grindstone  and  the  knife  of 

God. 
The  Child  is  born  in  blood,  O  child  of  blood. 

where  no  word  is  even  faintly  out  of 
tone.  Here  is  terror  within  decorum.  The 
cruelty  which  Lowell  insists  upon  is 
demonstrated  by  all  the  resources  of  his 
technique. 

Lowell's  violence  and  individuality 
come  almost  as  much  from  prosody  as 
from  imagery  and  idea.  Though  his  syl- 
labic regularity  is  extreme,  his  licenses 
within  the  count  of  syllables  are  numer- 
ous. He  is  fond  of  the  eccentric  caesura; 
time  and  again  he  ends  a  sentence  after 
the  ninth  syllable,  and  begins  a  new  one 
with  the  rhyme  word.  He  is  also  fond  of 
medial  inversion,  and  his  enjambment, 
often  coupled  with  early  or  late  caesura, 
is  more  extreme  than  any  other  syllabic 
English  poet.  His  assonances  abound: 
"Time  and  the  grindstone  and  the  knife 
of  God."  Harsh  and  consonantal  mono- 
syllables like  "gouge"  and  "hacked,"  so 
important  to  the  obvious  violence  of  his 
diction,  also  serve  to  clot  the  line  and 
slow  its  pace.  Initial  inversion  occurs  in 
about  twenty  per  cent  of  the  lines  I  have 
counted,  a  relatively  huge  proportion. 
One  of  the  results  of  the  combination  of 
eccentric  caesura,  enjambment,  and  initial 
inversion  is  that  the  end  rhymes  are  less 
insistent,  less  hit  by  the  voice;  in  writing 
the  run-over  couplet,  such  a  faculty  is 
valuable.  Lowell's  rhyming  is  extremely 
skillful,  and  its  origin  is  as  much  in  his 


metrical  habits  as  in  his  avoidance  of 
rhyme  cliches.  His  stanzas  are  often 
rhymed  irregularly,  and  he  uses  short 
lines  in  a  context  of  decasyllables  most 
effectively,  in  a  manner  sometimes  re- 
miniscent of  "Lycidas."  The  master  of 
variation  within  rigidity,  he  can  make  his 
lines  rush,  slow,  hurtle,  and  come  to  a 
quiet  halt,  always  fully  under  his  control. 
It  is  pointless  to  list  Lowell's  best  poems, 
because  the  choice  is  too  difficult. 

"Between  the  Porch  and  the  Altar," 
towards  the  end  of  Lord  Weary's  Castle, 
begins  a  change  in  direction  for  Lowell's 
verse.  He  had  worked  with  the  mono- 
logue before,  but  the  speaker,  even  when 
disguised,  had  spoken  with  a  grandilo- 
quence associated  only  with  Robert 
Lowell.  The  newer  poem  changes  tone. 
Lowell  is  not  conversational,  but  the 
bardic  rhetoric,  and  the  machinery  of 
Greek  deities  and  Moby  Dick,  thin  out 
when  he  speaks  under  a  dramatic  mask. 
Violence  still  exists,  but  now  it  is  achieved 
more  in  the  action  than  in  the  diction; 
his  characteristic  prosody  changes  little. 
Monologue  techniques,  continued  in  most 
of  The  Mills  of  Kavanaughs,  are  partic- 
ularly expert  in  the  third  section  of  "Be- 
tween the  Porch  and  the  Altar,"  which  is 
called  "Katharine's  Dream": 

I  walk  through  snow  into  St.  Patrick's  yard. 
Black  nuns  with  glasses  smile  and  stand  on 

guard 
Before  a  bulkhead  in  a  bank  of  snow, 
Whose  charred  doors  open,  as  good  people 

go 
Inside  by  twos  to  the  confessor.  One 
Must  have  a  friend  to  enter  there,  but  none 
Is  friendless   in   this   crowd,   and   the  nuns 

smile. 
I  stand  aside  and  marvel;  for  a  while 
The  winter  sun  is  pleasant  and  it  warms 
My  heart  with  love  for  others,  but  the 

swarms 
Of  penitents  have  dwindled.  I  begin 
To  cry  and  ask  God's  pardon  of  our  sin. 
Where  are  you?  You  were  with  me  and  are 

gone. 
All  the  forgiven  couples  hurry  on 
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To  dinner  and  their  nights,  and  none  will 

stop. 
I  run  about  in  circles  till  I  drop 
Against  a  padlocked  bulkhead  in  a  yard 
Where  faces  redden  and  the  snow  is  hard. 

The  Mills  of  the  Kavanaughs  contains 
only  seven  poems,  and  the  title  poem 
occupies  over  half  of  the  volume.  With- 
out a  flaw  are  two  shorter  narratives  in 
this  book:  "Mother  Marie  Therese"  and 
"Falling  Asleep  over  the  Aeneid."  The 
former  is  Lowell's  most  successful  dra- 
matic monologue,  a  true  fulfillment  of 
that  genre.  A  sequence  of  irregularly 
rhymed  sonnets,  called  "Crossing  the 
Alps,"  appeared  in  the  Kenyon  Review 
in  1953,  and  is  another  of  his  best  poems. 
Other  recent  poems  have  been  sonnets, 
and  there  has  been  no  narrative  poem 
since  The  Mills  of  the  Kavanaughs.  The 
new  lyrics  resemble  Lowell's  later,  nar- 
rative style  more  than  his  earlier  short 
poems. 

Though  I  have  noticed  some  changes 
within  Lowell's  evolving  style,  its  con- 
sistency is  no  less  apparent.  His  prosody 
does  not  change  radically,  and  his  work 
as  a  whole  remains  poetic  in  a  way 
against  which  the  vers  librists  rebelled 
early  in  the  century.  It  never  does  but 
rhyme;  the  one  unrhymed  poem  in  Land 
of  Unlikeness  disappeared.  The  verse  is 
rhetorical,  and  built  on  a  firm  syllabic 
structure.  Lowell  repeats  intricate  stanza 
forms,  and  employs  sonnets  and  couplets. 
Yet  Lowell's  success  with  tricks  and 
stage  properties  makes  them  cease  to  be 
tricks  and  stage  properties.  We  stop 
watching  the  man  on  the  stunt  bar  and 
listen  to  the  utterance  of  his  individual 
voice. 

Lowell  has  much  of  the  Old  Law  in 
him.  He  could  not  write  of  it  so  well  if 
it  were  not  digging  its  claws  into  him. 
One  might  say  that  Lowell  forces  the 
Law  upon  himself  in  his  syllabic  strict- 
ness, and  within  this  rigidity,  this  self- 
created  confinement,  hurls  himself  like 
an  animal  at  the  bars,  achieving  the  def- 


inition of  an  emotion  in  the  struggle  of 
interior  opposites. 


Many  poets  began  publishing  in  the 
forties  and  fifties  who  belong  to  no  par- 
ticular group,  but  whose  work  demands 
attention.  I  regret  that  I  lack  the  space  to 
attempt  to  do  justice  to  the  poetry  of 
Elizabeth  Bishop,  Jean  Garrigue,  and 
Peter  Viereck,  each  of  whom  requires 
adequate  discussion,  or  to  mention  the 
work  of  E.  L.  Mayo,  Hyam  Plutzik, 
Daniel  G.  Hoffman,  or  Howard  Nemerov. 
I  can  only  list  their  names  and  hope  that 
the  reader  may  seek  them  out.  A  few 
others  can  be  touched  upon. 

A  very  good  poet  is  Theodore  Roethke. 
From  the  precise  statements  of  Open 
House  (1941)  through  the  sensuous  wil- 
derness of  Praise  to  the  End!  (1951)  he 
has  arrived  at  the  wild  precision  of  his 
most  recent  verse.  Many  of  Roethke's 
new  admirers  tend  to  overlook  the  excel- 
lence of  Roethke's  first  book.  In  it  are 
such  finely  worked  stanzas  as  this,  from 
"The  Adamant": 

Thought  does  not  crush  to  stone. 
The  great  sledge  drops  in  vain. 
Truth  never  is  undone; 
Its  shafts  remain. 

Some  lyrics  in  The  Lost  Son  (1948)  are 
written  in  the  closely  worked  forms  of  the 
earlier  book,  but  they  are  different  in 
spirit.  "My  Papa's  Waltz"  has  the  stanza: 

The  whiskey  on  your  breath 
Could  make  a  small  boy  dizzy; 
But  I  hung  on  like  death: 
Such  waltzing  was  not  easy. 

The  looser  feeling,  the  charm  of  "My 
Papa's  Waltz"  was  not  present  in  the 
earlier  work,  which  is  predominantly  in- 
tellectual. More  characteristic  of  The  Lost 
Son  and  Praise  to  the  End!  is  a  minute 
attention  to  objects,  usually  flowers. 
Roethke,  who  grew  up  in  a  greenhouse, 
exercises   negative   capability  and  finds 


himself  inside  the  flower  struggling  down 
with  its  roots  and  up  with  its  leaves: 

I  can  hear,  underground,  that  sucking  and 

sobbing, 
In  my  veins,  in  my  bones  I  feel  it, — 
The  small  waters  seeping  upward, 
The  tight  grains  parting  at  last. 
When  sprouts  break  out, 
Slippery  as  fish, 
I  quail,  lean  to  beginnings,  sheath-wet. 

Never,  in  Roethke's  "free  verse,"  is  there 
a  hint  of  the  arbitrary;  every  line  is  glued 
in  place,  as  fixed  as  in  his  regular  forms. 
The  long  poem  "Praise  to  the  End!"  is 
autobiographical;  it  is  a  snark  hunt  of  a 
poem,  "an  effort  to  be  born."  Roethke's 
ear  sustains  it  gloriously  on  an  auditory 
level;  he  is  more  accomplished  outside 
conventional  forms  than  any  poet  since 
Wallace  Stevens.  Too,  there  is  descrip- 
tion of  sensuous  fact,  in  this  period  of 
Roethke's  development,  which  no  other 
poet  of  recent  years  has  approached;  it  is 
like  H.  D.,  but  it  is  better.  His  lyrics  since 
Praise  to  the  End!  have  abandoned  the 
individualized  forms  of  that  poem,  and 
have  returned  to  the  strictness  of  Open 
House.  The  difference,  however,  is  that 
Roethke  is  wilder  within  the  exact  form 
than  he  was  in  1941;  his  language  is 
more  open  to  varied  stylistic  devices.  A 
recent  poem,  "Words  for  the  Wind,"  ap- 
peared in  Botteghe  Oscure,  and  con- 
tained the  stanza: 

The  shallow  stream  runs  slack; 
The  wind  creaks  slowly  by; 
Out  of  a  nestling's  beak 
Comes  a  tremulous  cry 
I  cannot  answer  back; 
A  shape  from  deep  in  the  eye, 
That  woman  I  saw  in  a  stone, 
Keeps  pace  when  I  walk  alone. 

It  is  one  of  his  very  best  poems.  The 
Waking  (1953)  is  a  collection  of  the  best 
poems  from  Roethke's  previous  books, 
and  is  extremely  impressive.  His  work 
has  grown,  and  there  is  every  reason  to 
believe  that  it  will  continue  to  grow. 
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J.  V.  Cunningham  has  written  very 
little,  and  there  have  been  no  radical 
changes  in  his  work.  His  tight,  controlled, 
intellectual,  unassailable  poems  and  epi- 
grams have  accrued  slowly  but  for  good 
and  all.  Cunningham  is  a  master  of  the 
use  of  abstract  language  in  poetry.  Plain 
statement,  so  bare  that  there  can  be  noth- 
ing to  detract  from  the  poem's  rational 
progression,  becomes  powerful  through 
the  honesty,  compression  and  intensity  of 
the  intelligence  conveyed.  He  has  written 
many  epigrams,  some  of  them  satirical, 
and  others  personal  statements.  In  the 
latter  category  are  these: 

In  whose  will  is  our  peace?  Thou  happiness, 
Thou  ghostly  promise,  to  thee  I  confess 
Neither  in  thine  nor  love's  nor  in  that  form 
Disquiet  hints  at  have  I  yet  been  warm; 
And  if  I  rest  not  till  I  rest  in  thee 
Cold  as  thy  grace,  whose  hand  shall  comfort 
me? 

and: 

On  a  cold  night  I  came  through  the  cold 

rain 
and  false  snow  to  the  wind  shrill  on  your 

pane 
With  no  hope  and  no  anger  and  no  fear: 
Who  are  you?  and  with  whom  do  you  sleep 

here? 

His  three  books  of  verse,  The  Helmsman 
(1942),  The  Judge  Is  Fury  (1947),  and 
Doctor  Drink  (1950),  are  not  well 
known,  but  his  reputation  will  certainly 
increase.  At  his  best,  he  cannot  be  sur- 
passed. 

Part  of  the  reason  for  the  toleration, 
rather  than  the  appreciation,  of  the  new 
poetry  in  America,  is  the  presence  of 
several  reputations  which  have  outgrown 
the  talents  to  which  they  are  ascribed.  I 
am  thinking  especially  of  Randall  Jarrell. 
Jarrell's  first  publication  was  in  New  Di- 
rection's first  number  (1940)  of  the  Five 
Young  American  Poets  series.  John  Berry- 
man  was  in  the  same  volume;  Karl  Sha- 
piro, John  Frederick  Nims,  and  Jean 
Garrigue  were  in  subsequent  issues.  Jar- 
rell's verse,  like  Berryman's,  was  prom- 
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ising.  But  it  seems  to  me  that  the  flaws 
in  his  early  poems  have  become  the  man- 
nerisms of  his  later  work:  a  conscious 
sentimentality — flung,  evidently,  in  the 
face  of  sophistication — and  a  conscious 
carelessness,  a  deliberate  disregard  of  the 
means  of  control,  whether  in  "free"  or 
"regular"  verse.  His  war  poems  have  done 
the  most  to  give  him  the  reputation  he 
now  possesses,  but  it  is  difficult  to  under- 
stand why  these  particular  verses  have 
been  so  celebrated;  perhaps  they  seem 
more  realistic,  concentrating  as  they  do 
on  the  more  obvious  horrors.  Bathos  and 
sentimentality  are  what  they  contain  for 
me.  "The  Death  of  the  Ball  Turret  Gun- 
ner" is  probably  the  best  known  Amer- 
ican war  poem,  and  yet  the  last  line  of 
this  five-line  poem  is,  "When  I  died  they 
washed  me  out  of  the  turret  with  a  hose." 
His  post-war  poetry  has  not  improved. 
Perhaps,  in  the  careful  use  of  a  careless 
style,  there  is  implicit  an  assumption  that 
improvisation  suggests  sincerity,  that  ar- 
tistry denies  reality;  Richard  Wilbur's  use 
of  precision  almost  against  reality  seems 
to  me  productive  of  a  much  more  pleas- 
urable and  intelligent  body  of  poems. 
John  Berryman  has  been  overshadowed 
by  Jarrell.  He  has  published  little  in  re- 
cent years,  but  the  long  "Homage  to 
Mistress  Bradstreet,"  which  appeared  in 
Partisan  Review  in  1953,  is  the  best  poem 
he  has  written,  and  a  very  good  one.  His 
next  book  is  eagerly  to  be  awaited. 


Naming  schools  among  contemporary 
poets  is  a  dangerous  and  not  altogether 
serious  process.  Still,  it  is  a  convenient 
way  to  organize  material,  and  is  repre- 
hensible only  when  the  metaphor  is  taken 
as  more  than  a  metaphor.  The  poets  al- 
ready discussed  cannot  be  considered 
similar  except  in  time  and  place,  but  some 
other  poets  of  the  last  fifteen  years  have 
responded  to  their  experience  (of  the 
world,  of  literature)  in  somewhat  similar 
Ways;  mutual  imitation  is  not  implied,  but 


mutual  stylistic  ancestry  often  seems  to 
exist. 

The  Wurlitzer  Wits  were  a  school 
which  seems  to  have  closed  down.  I  am 
thinking  of  the  early  verse  of  John 
Ciardi,  John  Frederick  Nims,  John  Mal- 
colm Brinnin,  and  Karl  Shapiro.  The 
nickname  seems  apt  for  two  reasons:  the 
Wurlitzer  style  tried  to  include  among 
its  images,  which  were  nearly  always 
visual,  the  paraphernalia  of  ordinary  life, 
especially,  it  sometimes  seems,  objects  in 
the  general  class  of  jukeboxes;  Wurlitzers 
were,  a  few  years  ago,  the  dominant  ma- 
chine of  that  sort.  Also  these  poets'  sensi- 
bilities resembled  jukeboxes  because  it 
seemed  possible  to  drop  an  impression  in 
a  slot  and,  after  a  pause  for  clicking  and 
whirring,  hear  a  poem  step  out  in  five- 
stress  lines.  Now  the  Wits  have  gone 
their  separate  ways,  but  until  the  late 
forties  they  were  the  most  numerous 
school  of  poets.  They  were  all  Sons  of 
Wystan;  their  witty  descriptions  of  con- 
temporary objects  and  events  inside 
lyrical  forms  emanate  from  a  side  of 
Auden. 

John  Ciardi's  first  book,  Homeward  to 
America,  was  published  in  1940,  when  the 
author  was  only  twenty-four.  Other  Skies 
was  published  in  1947,  and  contained 
many  war  poems,  perhaps  the  best  war 
poetry  so  far  written  by  an  American  who 
was  in  combat.  In  "V-J  Day,"  "the  dead 
were  homing,"  and: 

On  the  tallest  day  in  time  we  saw  them  com- 
ing, 
Wheels  jammed  and  flaming  on  a  metal  sea. 

Ciardi  has  published  two  more  books  of 
equal  or  greater  quality,  and  a  partic- 
ularly accomplished  translation  of  the 
Inferno.  In  his  most  recent  book  of 
poems,  he  is  feeling  his  way  toward  a 
new  style;  like  the  other  poets  of  the 
old  school,  he  has  seemed  unsatisfied 
with  his  earlier  methods.  His  poetry  is 
becoming  more  apocalyptic,  and  he  may 
be  progressing  toward  his  truest  manner. 


John  Frederick  Nims  in  his  first  book, 
The  Iron  Pastoral,  wrote  many  amusing 
poems  with  subjects  typical  of  the  Wur- 
litzer  Wits:  "Dollar  Bill"  ("The  feathered 
thing  of  silver-grey  and  jade"),  "Penny 
Arcade,"  "Movie,"  "Colt  Automatic," 
"Football  Game,"  and  a  series  called 
"Foto-Sonnets."  These  are  poems  of  de- 
scription, witty  and  enjoyable;  yet  each 
of  them  remains  a  tour  de  force,  a  literary 
curiosity.  They  never  become  more  seri- 
ous than  their  subject  matter.  Most  of  his 
second  book,  A  Fountain  in  Kentucky,  is 
the  unsuccessful  attempt  to  employ  new 
methods  of  writing.  John  Malcolm  Brin- 
nin  was  capable  of  more  variation  in  style 
than  the  others  of  his  group,  but  he  wrote 
often  a  kind  of  poem  reminiscent  of  the 
contemporaries  whom  I  have  mentioned. 
In  his  early  verse  especially,  he  was  more 
political  than  the  others.  Most  of  Brinnin's 
newer  poems  have  moved  away  from  wit 
and  the  celebration  of  contemporary  ob- 
jects into  forms  linguistically  and  intel- 
lectually more  complex. 

Karl  Shapiro  is  the  best  of  these  poets, 
and  one  of  the  very  best  poets  now  writ- 
ing. He  alone  of  the  poets  originally  Wur- 
litzer  Wits  seems  to  have  endured  the 
slump  and  emerged  to  write  poems  thor- 
oughly better  than  his  early  work.  Poems 
1940—1953  is  an  impressive  selected  vol- 
ume, particularly  in  the  most  recent 
poems.  A  real  growth  is  visible  in  his 
work,  and  he  has  demonstrated  the  ex- 
tent of  his  talent  by  the  skill  of  his 
change. 

Most  of  Shapiro's  early  poems,  like 
"Buick,"  "The  Fly,"  and  "Drug  Store," 
display  an  exuberance  of  description 
which  is  attractive  in  energy  and  fertility, 
but  not  in  intelligence  or  meaningful  dex- 
terity of  poetic  form.  Shapiro  at  this  time 
seemed  anti-intellectual,  and  even  anti- 
poetic;  he  wished  to  write  amusingly 
about  common  objects,  and  he  did.  But 
when  poets  insist  that  poetry  must  in- 
clude all  manner  of  objects,  even  gar- 
bage cans,  it  generally  means  that  they 
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wish  to  write  only  about  garbage  cans. 
"The  Fly"  begins,  "O  hideous  little  bat, 
the  size  of  snot.  .  .  ."  For  many  readers, 
the  earlier  style  remains  Shapiro's  essence 
and  achievement,  but  to  others  the  poems 
seem  as  dated  as  1941's  Buick;  their  wit 
is  sometimes  childish,  their  exuberance 
undirected.  Not  all  of  Shapiro's  early 
verse  follows  such  a  pattern,  of  course. 
In  some  he  attempts  serious  statement, 
and  sometimes  he  writes  quieter  poems 
closer  to  his  more  recent  work,  like  "Six 
Religious  Lyrics"  from  Person,  Place  and 
Thing.  The  early  poem  "Scyros"  is  de- 
servedly well  known  and  unlike  any 
other  poem  by  the  author. 

Shapiro's  style  began  to  change  in  V- 
Letter  (1944).  In  his  newest  poems, 
those  in  Trial  of  a  Poet  and  the  previously 
uncollected  poems  in  Poems  1940-1953, 
there  is  increased  intellection,  inwardness, 
and  verbal  decorum;  words  jump  out  of 
their  context  now  by  their  supreme  accu- 
racy, not  by  shock  or  contrast.  "Adam 
and  Eve,"  "A  Calder,"  "Boy-Man,"  "Re- 
capitulations," "Ego,"  "The  Minute,"  and 
"The  Phenomenon"  are  all  excellent  ex- 
amples of  Shapiro's  new  wisdom  and  deli- 
cacy. Here  is  a  part  of  "Glass  Poem": 

And  I  look  up  as  one  who  looks  through 

glass 
And  sees  the  thing  his  soul  clearly  desires, 
Who  stares  until  his  vision  flags  and  tires, 
But  from  whose  eye  the  image  fails  to  pass; 

Until  a  wish  crashes  the  vitreous  air 

And  comes  to  your  real  hands  across  this 

space, 
Thief-like    and   deeply   cut    to   touch   your 

face, 
Dearly,  most  bitterly  to  touch  your  hair.  .  .  . 

But  the  sun  stands  and  the  hours  stare  like 

brass 
And  day  flows  thickly  into  permanent  time, 
And  toward  your  eyes  my  threatening  wishes 

climb 
Where  you  move  through  a  sea  of  solid  glass. 

Shapiro's  concentration  on  the  intelli- 
gence seems  to  bring  him  closer  to  reality 
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than  his  former  nearsighted  attention  to 
Buicks  and  drugstores.  His  often  elegant 
plainness  is  closer  to  the  poetry  being 
written  by  Richard  Wilbur  than  it  is  to 
his  earlier  work. 


Most  of  the  good  poems  being  written 
by  the  youngest  poets  today  can  be  con- 
sidered the  products  of  a  School  of  Ele- 
gance. In  the  novel,  American  letters  has 
swung  from  the  bare  toughness  of  the 
early  Hemingway  to  the  ornament  and 
compassion  of  William  Styron;  in  poetry 
from  the  austerity  of  the  vers  librists  to 
the  lyrical  elegance  of  Richard  Wilbur. 
In  Karl  Shapiro's  work  there  has  been  a 
shift  from  wit  to  artifice.  Poets  younger 
than  Shapiro  have  often,  like  Wilbur,  be- 
gun their  writing  with  a  pursuit  of  the 
defined  and  exquisite,  the  elegant  and 
perfectly  artificial  construction.  Charac- 
teristic of  these  poets,  insofar  as  they  are 
a  group,  are  tight  metrical  and  intellectual 
structures.  Most  of  their  poems  are  the 
development  of  an  idea  or  a  scene  con- 
structed to  contain  an  idea;  occasionally 
they  will  write  a  perfect  simple  lyric  of 
the  emotions,  a  kind  of  verse  recently 
neglected  in  English.  An  example  is  Wil- 
bur's "Then"  of  which  the  second  stanza 
is: 

The  leaf  first  learned  of  years 
One  not  forgotten  fall; 
Of  lineage  now,  and  loss 
These  latter  singers  tell, 
Of  a  year  when  birds  now  still 
Were  all  one  choiring  call 
Till  the  unreturning  leaves 
Imperishably   fell. 

Richard  Wilbur,  born  in  1921,  is  the 
youngest  of  the  leading  poets  of  the  day; 
his  reputation  is  exceeded  only  by  Robert 
Lowell's.  Critics  who  are  irritated  by  his 
finesse  usually  reveal  themselves  to  be  the 
conservatives  of  experimentalism,  or  the 
romantics  of  imitative  fragmentation.  Wil- 
bur's subject  matter  is  often  common  ex- 


perience; it  is  in  the  pose  between  the 
lines  that  we  sense  the  erection  of  form 
as  a  statement  about  the  world,  a  state- 
ment related  to  dandyism.  He  defends 
and  attacks  this  position  and  its  corollaries 
openly  (the  best  defense  is  "Ceremony") , 
but  remains  effectively  in  the  position  all 
the  same.  To  read  Wilbur  is  to  experience 
a  tremendous  delight  in  his  precision,  his 
unfailing  decorum,  his  cleverness,  and  the 
subtle  play  of  his  mind.  No  one  since 
Herrick  has  written  more  exactly. 

When  suffering  is  a  subject  in  a  Wilbur 
poem,  it  is  understood  and  discussed,  not 
presented  in  the  act.  Robert  Lowell's 
poems  often  seem  to  have  been  squeezed 
out  of  him,  foot  by  foot,  by  the  pressure 
of  his  suffering.  Wilbur's  poems  present 
us  with  the  picture  of  the  poet  meditating 
on  a  problem;  and  the  finished  thought, 
formed  so  that  it  affirms  its  shape  as  a 
necessary  part  of  its  meaning,  is  the 
finished  poem.  The  finished  thought  will 
not  pretend  to  solve  all  our  problems,  but 
it  may  with  both  justice  and  neatness 
suggest  our  quandary.  The  cowboy- 
soldier  Ty water  dies: 

And  what  to  say  of  him,  God  knows. 
Such  violence.  And  such  repose. 

Wilbur's  first  book,  The  Beautiful 
Changes,  was  very  nearly  flawless,  but 
the  later  Ceremony  displayed  a  greater 
range  within  his  style.  His  arch,  con- 
versational manner,  in  the  beginning  of 
"The  Pardon,"  becomes  intense  and 
nearly  apocalyptic  when  the  action  re- 
quires it.  In  "Then,"  he  writes  the  pure 
lyric,  and  in  many  other  poems  he  argues 
an  idea  to  a  logical  conclusion.  Objects, 
for  Wilbur,  are  usually  more  true  when 
imagined  (or,  in  "Ceremony,"  "lightly 
hid")  than  when  seen.  "In  the  Elegy 
Season"  has  the  lines: 

.  .  .  And  now  the  envious  mind 

Which   could  not  hold  the  summer  in  my 

head 
While  bounded  by  that  blazing  circumstance 


Parades  these  barrens  in  a  golden  trance, 
Remembering  the  wealthy  season  dead, 

And  by  an  autumn  inspiration  makes 
A  summer  all  its  own.  .  .  . 

In  "Epistemology,"  Wilbur  satirizes  his 
position: 

We  milk  the  cow  of  the  world,  and  as  we  do 
We  whisper  in  her  ear,  "You  are  not  true." 

And  in  "A  World  Without  Objects  Is  a 
Sensible  Emptiness,"  he  calls  the  idealistic 
habits  of  his  mind,  "The  tall  camels  of  the 
spirit."  He  uses  camels  at  first  because 
they  are  images  of  self-denial,  since  they 
go  without  water  for  long  periods;  but 
at  the  end  they  become  the  camels  plod- 
ding with  the  wise  men  toward  Bethle- 
hem, which  here  is  a  symbol  of  reality. 
Such  careful  "rigging"  of  his  poems  is 
customary.  They  are  seldom  discursive, 
though  many  of  them  pose  as  conversa- 
tional; they  are  contrived  toward  their 
precise  conclusion. 

Like  Lowell,  and  like  the  other  mem- 
bers of  his  own  school,  Wilbur  uses  for 
his  purposes  mythological  figures,  inver- 
sions, and  other  old-fashioned  poeticisms. 
Equally  Wilbur  can  make  use  of  slang, 
but  somehow  with  inverted  commas.  The 
whole  of  speech  is  open  to  him,  and  yet 
within  the  artifice  of  his  form  his  words 
take  on  a  definite  decorum.  Wilbur  has 
published  many  poems  in  magazines  since 
Ceremony.  Among  the  best  are  "Beasts," 
and  "A  Voice  from  Under  the  Table"; 
in  the  last  especially  there  is  a  successful 
attempt  to  move  away  from  the  elegant 
pose.  Much  as  we  enjoy  the  elegant  Wil- 
bur, perhaps  it  is  healthy  for  a  poet  to  try 
new  ways  of  speaking.  Wherever  he 
moves  from  here,  Wilbur's  survival  as  a 
poet  of  infinite  delight  is  secure. 

A  number  of  young  poets  are  writing 
in  manners  which  may  be  called  generally 
elegant,  though  most  of  them  are  distinct 
individuals.  Barbara  Howes  and  William 
Jay  Smith  are  two,  but  there  are  several 
others  less  known  or  more  necessary  to 
discuss  in  limited  space. 
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Howard  Moss  is  an  extremely  fine 
craftsman,  capable  of  a  delicacy  which  is 
intellectually  rigorous.  The  Wound  and 
the  Weather,  his  first  book,  contains  little 
as  excellent  as  the  majority  of  the  poems 
in  The  Toy  Fair  ( 1954) .  "A  Balcony  with 
Birds,"  in  the  latter,  has  these  lines: 

The  eye  must  follow  form,  but  from  this 
height, 

I  see  how  softly  summer  parries  weight 
Till  everything  alive  weighs  less  and  less 

And,  thinly  felt,  the  weighted  conscious- 


No  thicker  than  green  leaves,  or  the  meridian, 
Grows  thinner,  even,  to  absorb  the  sun. 

Moss  is  introspective;  like  Wilbur  he  is 
sometimes  concerned  with  appearance 
and  reality.  He  is  less  satisfying  formally 
than  Wilbur,  but  he  is  sometimes  capable 
of  a  greater  range.  "Elegy  for  My 
Father"  and  "Venice"  are  particularly  ex- 
cellent poems  from  The  Toy  Fair,  a  book 
which  has  established  Moss  high  among 
contemporary  poets. 

Anthony  Hecht  is  most  elegant  of  all 
elegants.  A  Summoning  of  Stones,  which 
appeared  in  1954,  contains  many  fine 
poems  which  improvise,  brilliantly,  in  the 
manner  of  a  court  jester;  his  words  seem 
to  come  easily,  and  yet  they  are  both  apt 
and  attractive.  He  adopts  a  subject  and 
examines  it  and  plays  with  it  with  the 
greatest  skill.  His  discursive  talents  be- 
tray him  sometimes  into  over-length,  but 
for  the  most  part,  they  produce  only 
delight  and  delightful  intelligence.  A 
Summoning  of  Stones  is  the  best  first 
book  of  verse  since  Wilbur's  The  Beauti- 
ful Changes;  there  is  no  reason  to  believe 
that  Hecht  will  not  have  the  grace  and 
adaptability  to  write  successive  volumes 
of  an  even  greater  quality. 

James  Merrill  is  a  poet  of  a  most  ele- 
gant talent,  but  whose  achievements  are 
so  far  limited.  Sometimes  a  lack  of 
technical  resources  fails  him;  sometimes 
an  unsupported  claim  of  profundity  hurts 
the  poem's  ending.  His  verbal  gift  is  un- 
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surpassed,  and  the  power  to  sustain  it 
may  come  later. 

Adrienne  Cecile  Rich  published  her 
first  book,  A  Change  of  World,  at  twenty- 
one.  Though  it  was  a  good  first  book,  it 
is  not  remarkable  that  her  subsequent 
poems  in  the  magazines  have  shown  an 
impressive  growth.  What  was  an  over- 
neatness  in  the  book  has  become  a  justi- 
fied precision  of  mind  and  technique  in 
most  of  her  later  work.  The  poems  are  as 
formal  as  their  predecesors,  but  now  they 
include  within  themselves  some  of  the 
terrors  against  which  their  form  is  ad- 
dressed. "The  Insomniacs"  has  the  lines: 

And  each,  wherever  he  has  been, 
Must  know  his  hand  before  his  face, 
Must  crawl  back  into  his  own  skin 
As  in  the  darkness  after  crime 
The   thief   can  hear  his   breath   again, 
Resume  the  knowledge  of  his  limbs, 
And  how  the  spasm  goes  and  comes 
Under  the  bones  that  cage  his  heart. 

She  will  prove  with  her  second  book  to 
have  reached  real  stature  as  a  poet.  Cecil 
Hemley's  Porphyry's  Journey  appeared  in 
1951.  Still  relatively  unknown,  his  literary 
reputation,  too,  is  due  for  a  considerable 
advance.  He  is  capable  of  elegant  play- 
fulness, a  la  Wilbur  and  Hecht,  but  most 
characteristic  of  his  subject  matter  is 
serious  religious  commentary.  "He  Must 
Be  Born  Again"  ends: 

O  Virgin,  God  is  sucking  at  your  breast, 
But  He  will  bring  you  little  joy  or  rest. 
O  wise  men,  now  divinity  is  here, 
He  has  no  Word  to  make  His  meaning  clear. 

Hemley  and  Rich  share  a  tendency  to- 
ward the  rhetorically  powerful,  which 
does  not  characterize  most  of  the  poets 
with  whom  I  have  grouped  them.  They 
employ,  within  their  precise  forms,  force- 
ful diction  without  formalistic  irony. 

Louis  Simpson's  The  Arrivistes  was 
published  in  1949.  His  second  book  will 
appear  in  the  second  volume  of  Scribner's 
Poets  of  Today  series  in  September.  It 
will  probably  be  the  best  book  of  the  year. 


He  has  immense  powers  of  stylistic  vari- 
ation, from  the  ballad  swing  of  "The  Ash 
and  the  Oak,"  through  the  quiet  exactness 
of  "The  Battle,"  the  triple  meters  of 
"The  Hero,"  and  the  pure  lyricism  of 
"Song."  The  last  stanza  of  "The  Battle" 
is: 

Most  clearly  of  that  battle  I  remember 
The  tiredness  in  eyes,  how  hands  looked  thin 
Around  a  cigarette,  and  the  bright  ember 
Would   pulse   with   all   the  life  there  was 
within. 

Perhaps  Simpson  will  be  the  poet  of  the 
Second  World  War;  it  is  a  consistent  sub- 
ject. Like  Auden  he  seems  to  enjoy  the 
challenge  of  working  in  a  variety  of  forms 
and  tones.  His  range  is  wide,  and  his 
work  consistently  finished. 

W.  S.  Merwin  is  the  most  celebrated  of 
the  very  young  poets,  and  deserves  much 
of  his  acclaim.  He  is  smooth  and  intelli- 
gent and  careful.  His  two  books,  A  Mask 
for  Janus  and  The  Dancing  Bears,  are 
even  in  quality.  He  retells  myths,  some- 
times well,  but  sometimes  he  draws  a 
final  deduction  which  is  forced.  The 
quiet  security  of  his  language  is  admira- 
ble: 

Was  there  truly  in  that  afternoon 
No  sorcery,  when  the  leaves  between  us 
In  the  October  garden  fell  like  words 
Through  the  long  sun  before  the  gathering 
winter  .... 

Technically,  his  work  is  extremely  in- 
teresting. Unlike  the  other  poets  I  have 
called  elegant,  his  meter  is  not  entirely 
syllabic.  Many  of  his  poems  are  ac- 
centual, and  include  a  wide  possibility  of 
variation  in  short  lines  with  much  juxta- 
position of  stresses.  These  difficult  meters 
are  closely  controlled,  and  he  retains  a 
pervasive  refinement  of  tone. 

6 

A  survey  so  short  is  bound  to  be  unjust. 
Some  poets  who  have  not  yet  published 
volumes,  but  whose  first  books  are  sure 
to  be  very  good,  are  Isabella  Gardner, 


James  Wright,  Edgar  Bowers,  and  Philip 
Booth. 

Attacks  on  the  new  poetry  have  three 
main  resources.  Poets  are  ridiculed  as 
teachers:  the  patronage  system  estab- 
lished by  the  universities  supports  many 
of  the  poets  I  have  mentioned.  Is  there 
any  reason  why  an  opium  den  is  intrin- 
sically more  poetic  than  a  Senior  Com- 
mon Room?  In  this  attack  is  only  the 
romantic  cliche  of  the  poet  as  starving 
revolutionary — a  cliche  contradicted  by 
the  contemporary  poet  who  lives  in  a 
suburb  and  lectures  to  undergraduates. 

The  poets  are  sometimes  accused  of 
abandoning  their  native  language,  repre- 
sented by  William  Carlos  Williams,  for 
the  foreign  ornaments  of  rhyme  and 
meter.  I  am  not  sure  that  closeness  to 
common  speech  is  a  test  of  the  worth  of 
poetry,  but  it  seems  to  me  that  Amer- 
ican speech,  especially  the  more  primi- 
tive, is  characteristically  ornamental. 
Little  rhymes,  alliteration,  hyperbole,  and 
other  figures  of  speech  abound;  the 
austerity  of  much  imagism,  the  deadness 
of  anarchist  verse  like  Kenneth  Rexroth's, 
seem  at  least  as  far  from  common  speech 
as  the  stanzas  of  Anthony  Hecht. 

The  third  attack  is  the  most  interesting. 
The  poets  are  sometimes  considered  the 
practitioners  of  a  decadent  "magazine 
verse"  for  the  sensible  reason  that  most 
of  them  publish  in  magazines  which 
formerly  specialized  in  bad  poetry.  Yet  it 
is  the  magazines  that  have  raised  their 
standards,  not  the  poets  who  have  low- 
ered theirs.  Because  poetry  now  attempts 
clarity,  and  because  popular  taste  has 
been   educated   to   the   point   where   it 
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wants  to  like  good  poetry,  the  big  maga- 
zines are  buying  good  poems.  Especially 
The  New  Yorker,  but  also,  the  Atlantic, 
Harpers,  Mademoiselle,  Harpers  Bazaar, 
and  even  The  Ladies'  Home  Journal  have 
bought  poems  by  good  American  poets. 
The  literary  quarterlies,  of  course,  con- 
tinue their  function,  for  some  of  the  best 
poetry  will  never  appear  in  the  big  maga- 
zines; Robert  Lowell's  best  work  has 
appeared  in  the  Kenyon  Review.  Poetry 
exercises  catholicity  and  is  an  invaluable 
institution.  New  World  Writing  and 
discovery,  each  selling  over  100,000 
copies,  are  an  entirely  new  kind  of 
literary  magazine.  The  Yale  Series  of 
Younger  Poets,  whose  long  list  is  dis- 
appointing, has  lately  improved.  Adri- 
enne  Rich  and  W.  S.  Merwin  are  both 
Yale  Younger  Poets. 

The  new  poetry  in  America  has  already 
produced  an  extraordinary  number  of 
good  poems;  it  is  early  to  use  the  word 
great,  but  I  am  inclined  to  think  that  it 
would  be  justified.  I  think  that  the  ma- 
jority of  Robert  Lowell's  poems  will  sur- 
vive, along  with  the  best  poems  of 
Richard  Wilbur,  Theodore  Roethke,  J.  V. 
Cunningham,  and  Karl  Shapiro;  perhaps 
among  the  other  poets  I  have  mentioned 
is  a  talent  which  will  surpass  anything 
we  have  known.  We  are  living  in  no 
uncreative  age.  A  patronage  system,  in 
the  universities  and  the  foundations,  helps 
keep  the  poets  alive,  and  magazines  com- 
pete to  print  them.  There  is  the  excite- 
ment of  accomplishment  and  potential 
accomplishment  in  American  poetry  to- 
day. Maybe  we  are  only  at  the  beginning, 
and  not  at  the  end,  of  a  poetic  golden  age. 


PROSE  FICTION 


Edgar  Allan  Poe 
*  1809-1849 


Foe's  review  of  the  second  edition  of 
Hawthorne's  twice  told  tales  in 
Graham's  magazine  for  May,  1842,  from 
which  the  following  extract  is  reprinted, 
marks  an  important  step  in  the  develop- 
ment of  the  short  story.  Though  not 
many  of  his  contemporaries  nor  all  of  his 
successors  responded  to  Foe's  doctrine 
of  single  effect  and  controlled  economy 
of  words,  it  is  remembered  as  our  first 
attempt  to  explain  the  characteristics  of 
a  literary  form  in  which,  perhaps  more 
than  any  other,  American  writers  have 
excelled. 


The  Tale  Proper 

The  tale  proper,  in  our  opinion,  affords 
unquestionably  the  fairest  field  for  the 
exercise  of  the  loftiest  talent,  which  can 
be  afforded  by  the  wide  domains  of  mere 
prose.  Were  we  bidden  to  say  how  the 
highest  genius  could  be  most  advanta- 
geously employed  for  the  best  display  of 
its  own  powers,  we  should  answer,  with- 
out hesitation — in  the  composition  of  a 
rimed  poem,  not  to  exceed  in  length  what 
might  be  perused  in  an  hour.  Within  this 
limit  alone  can  the  highest  order  of  true 
poetry  exist.  We  need  only  here  say,  upon 
this  topic,  that,  in  almost  all  classes  of 
composition,  the  unity  of  effect  or  im- 
pression is  a  point  of  the  greatest  im- 
portance. It  is  clear,  moreover,  that  this 
unity  cannot  be  thoroughly  preserved  in 
productions  whose  perusal  cannot  be 
completed  at  one  sitting.  We  may  con- 
tinue the  reading  of  a  prose  composition, 
from  the  very  nature  of  prose  itself,  much 


longer  than  we  can  persevere,  to  any  good 
purpose,  in  the  perusal  of  a  poem.  This 
latter,  if  truly  fulfilling  the  demands  of 
the  poetic  sentiment,  induces  an  exalta- 
tion of  the  soul  which  cannot  be  long 
sustained.  All  high  excitements  are  neces- 
sarily transient.  Thus  a  long  poem  is  a 
paradox.  And,  without  unity  of  impres- 
sion, the  deepest  effects  cannot  be 
brought  about.  Epics  were  the  offspring 
of  an  imperfect  sense  of  Art,  and  their 
reign  is  no  more.  A  poem  too  brief  may 
produce  a  vivid,  but  never  an  intense  or 
enduring  impression.  Without  a  certain 
continuity  of  effort — without  a  certain 
duration  or  repetition  of  purpose — the 
soul  is  never  deeply  moved.  There  must 
be  the  dropping  of  the  water  on  the  rock. 
.  .  .  Extreme  brevity  will  degenerate  into 
epigrammatism;  but  the  sin  of  extreme 
length  is  even  more  unpardonable.  In 
medio  tutissimus  ibis  [You  will  go  most 
safely  in  the  middle  course]. 

Were  we  called  upon,  however,  to 
designate  that  class  of  composition  which, 
next  to  such  a  poem  as  we  have  sug- 
gested, should  best  fulfil  the  demands  of 
high  genius — should  offer  it  the  most  ad- 
vantageous field  of  exertion — we  should 
unhesitatingly  speak  of  the  prose  tale. 
.  .  .  We  allude  to  the  short  prose  nar- 
rative, requiring  from  a  half-hour  to  one 
or  two  hours  in  its  perusal.  The  ordinary 
novel  is  objectionable,  from  its  length, 
for  reasons  already  stated  in  substance. 
As  it  cannot  be  read  at  one  sitting,  it 
deprives  itself,  of  course,  of  the  immense 
force  derivable  from  totality.  Worldly  in- 
terests intervening  during  the  pauses  of 
perusal,  modify,  annul,  or  counteract,  in 
a  greater  or  less  degree,  the  impressions 
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of  the  book.  But  simple  cessation  in  read- 
ing, would,  of  itself,  be  sufficient  to  de- 
stroy the  true  unity.  In  the  brief  tale, 
however,  the  author  is  enabled  to  carry 
out  the  fullness  of  his  intention,  be  it  what 
it  may.  During  the  hour  of  perusal  the 
soul  of  the  reader  is  at  the  writer's  con- 
trol. There  are  no  external  or  extrinsic 
influences — resulting  from  weariness  or 
interruption. 

A  skilful  literary  artist  has  constructed 
a  tale.  If  wise,  he  has  not  fashioned  his 
thoughts  to  accommodate  his  incidents: 
but  having  conceived,  with  deliberate 
care,  a  certain  unique  or  single  effect  to 
be  wrought  out,  he  then  invents  such  in- 
cidents— he  then  combines  such  events 
as  may  best  aid  him  in  establishing  this 
preconceived  effect.  If  his  very  initial 
sentence  tend  not  to  the  outbringing  of 
this  effect,  then  he  has  failed  in  his  first 
step.  In  the  whole  composition  there 
should  be  no  word  written,  of  which  the 
tendency,  direct  or  indirect,  is  not  to  the 
one  preestablished  design.  And  by  such 
means,  with  such  care  and  skill,  a  picture 
is  at  length  painted  which  leaves  in  the 
mind  of  him  who  contemplates  it  with  a 
kindred  art,  a  sense  of  the  fullest  satisfac- 
tion. The  idea  of  the  tale  has  been  pre- 
sented unblemished,  because  undis- 
turbed; and  this  is  an  end  unattainable 
by  the  novel.  Undue  brevity  is  just  as 
exceptionable  here  as  in  the  poem;  but 
undue  length  is  yet  more  to  be  avoided. 

We  have  said  that  the  tale  has  a  point 
of  superiority  even  over  the  poem.  In 
fact,  while  the  rhythm  of  this  latter  is  an 
essential  aid  in  the  development  of  the 
poet's  highest  idea — the  idea  of  the  Beau- 
tiful—the artificialities  of  this  rhythm 
are  an  inseparable  bar  to  the  development 
of  all  points  of  thought  or  expression 
which  have  their  basis  in  Truth.  But 
Truth  is  often,  and  in  very  great  degree, 
the  aim  of  the  tale.  Some  of  the  finest 
tales  are  tales  of  ratiocination.  Thus  the 
field  of  this  species  of  composition,  if  not 
in  so  elevated  a  region  on  the  mountain 


of  Mind,  is  a  table-land  of  far  vaster  ex- 
tent than  the  domain  of  the  mere  poem. 
Its  products  are  never  so  rich,  but  in- 
finitely more  numerous,  and  more  appre- 
ciable by  the  mass  of  mankind.  The  writer 
of  the  prose  tale,  in  short,  may  bring  to 
his  theme  a  vast  variety  of  modes  or  in- 
flections of  thought  and  expression — (the 
ratiocinative  for  example,  the  sarcastic,  or 
the  humorous)  which  are  not  only  antag- 
onistical  to  the  nature  of  the  poem,  but 
absolutely  forbidden  by  one  of  its  most 
peculiar  and  indispensable  adjuncts;  we 
allude,  of  course,  to  rhythm.  It  may  be 
added  here,  par  parenthese,  that  the 
author  who  aims  at  the  purely  beautiful 
in  a  prose  tale  is  laboring  at  great  dis- 
advantage. For  Beauty  can  be  better 
treated  in  the  poem.  Not  so  with  terror, 
or  passion,  or  horror,  or  a  multitude  of 
such  other  points.  And  here  it  will  be 
seen  how  full  of  prejudice  are  the  usual 
animadversions  against  those  tales  of 
effect,  many  fine  examples  of  which  were 
found  in  the  earlier  numbers  of  Black- 
wood. The  impressions  produced  were 
wrought  in  a  legitimate  sphere  of  action, 
and  constituted  a  legitimate  although 
sometimes  an  exaggerated  interest.  They 
were  relished  by  every  man  of  genius:  al- 
though there  were  found  many  men  of 
genius  who  condemned  them  without  just 
ground.  The  true  critic  will  but  demand 
that  the  design  intended  be  accomplished, 
to  the  fullest  extent,  by  the  means  most 
advantageously  applicable. 


William  Gilmore  Simms 
*  1806-1870 


After  Cooper,  William  Gilmore  Simms 
of  Charleston,  South  Carolina,  was  per- 
haps the  best  known  writer  of  prose  fic- 
tion in  the  United  States  before  the  Civil 
War.  In  thirty-some  volumes  he  wrote 


The  Romance  and  the  Novel:  Four  Extracts 


231 


historical  romances  of  the  colonial  and 
Revolutionary  periods  and  stirring  fiction 
laid  in  the  frontier  border  country  of  the 
Southern  west.  Best  known  of  his  ro- 
mances    is     THE     YEMASSEE      (1835)      to 

which  the  following  remarks  were  pref- 
aced. 


The  Romance  as  Epic 

The  question  briefly  is — What  are  the 
standards  of  the  modern  Romance?  What 
is  the  modern  Romance  itself?  The  reply 
is  immediate.  The  modern  Romance  is 
the  substitute  which  the  people  of  the 
present  day  offer  for  the  ancient  epic. 
The  form  is  changed;  the  matter  is  very 
much  the  same;  at  all  events,  it  differs 
much  more  seriously  from  the  English 
novel  than  it  does  from  the  epic  and  the 
drama,  because  the  difference  is  one  of 
material,  even  more  than  fabrication.  The 
reader  who,  reading  Ivanhoe,  keeps 
Richardson  and  Fielding  beside  him,  will 
be  at  fault  in  every  step  of  his  progress. 
The  domestic  novel  of  those  writers,  con- 
fined to  the  felicitous  narration  of  com- 
mon and  daily  occurring  events,  and  the 
grouping  and  delineation  of  characters  in 
ordinary  conditions  of  society,  is  alto- 
gether a  different  sort  of  composition; 
and  if,  in  a  strange  doggedness,  or  sim- 
plicity of  spirit,  such  a  reader  happens  to 
pin  his  faith  to  such  writers  alone,  cir- 
cumscribing the  boundless  horizon  of  art 
to  the  domestic  circle,  the  Romances  of 
Maturin,  Scott,  Bulwer,  and  others  of  the 
present  day,  will  be  little  better  than 
rhapsodical  and  intolerable  nonsense. 

When  I  say  that  oui  Romance  is  the 
substitute  in  modern  times  for  the  epic 
or  the  drama,  I  do  not  mean  to  say  that 
they  are  exactly  the  same  things,  and 
yet,  examined  thoroughly,  the  differences 
between  them  are  very  slight.  These  dif- 
ferences depend  on  the  material  em- 
ployed, rather  than  upon  the  particular 


mode  in  which  it  is  used.  The  Romance 
is  of  loftier  origin  than  the  Novel.  It  ap- 
proximates the  poem.  It  may  be  described 
as  an  amalgam  of  the  two.  It  is  only  with 
those  who  are  apt  to  insist  upon  poetry 
as  verse,  and  to  confound  rhyme  with 
poetry,  that  the  resemblance  is  unappar- 
ent.  The  standards  of  the  Romance — take 
such  a  story,  for  example,  as  the  Ivanhoe 
of  Scott,  or  the  Salathiel  of  Croly — are 
very  much  those  of  the  epic.  It  invests 
individuals  with  an  absorbing  interest — 
it  hurries  them  rapidly  through  crowding 
and  exacting  events,  in  a  narrow  space  of 
time — it  requires  the  same  unities  of  plan, 
of  purpose,  and  of  harmony  of  parts,  and 
it  seeks  for  its  adventures  among  the 
wild  and  wonderful.  It  does  not  confine 
itself  to  what  is  known,  or  even  what  is 
probable.  It  grasps  at  the  possible;  and 
placing  a  human  agent  in  hitherto  untried 
situations,  it  exercises  its  ingenuity  in 
extricating  him  from  them,  while  describ- 
ing his  feelings  and  his  fortunes  in  his 
progress.  The  task  has  been  well  or  ill 
done,  in  proportion  to  the  degree  of  in- 
genuity and  knowledge  which  the  ro- 
mancer exhibits  in  carrying  out  the  de- 
tails, according  to  such  proprieties  as  are 
called  for  by  the  circumstances  of  the 
story.  These  proprieties  are  the  standards 
set  up  at  his  starting,  and  to  which  he  is 
required  religiously  to  confine  himself. 


Nathaniel  Hawthorne 
*  1804-1864 


Though  not,  as  we  have  seen,  the  first 
to  make  the  distinction,  Nathaniel  Haw- 
thorne spoke  most  effectively  for  his 
time  of  differences  between  the  romance 
and  the  novel,  a  subject  which  we  dis- 
cover in  Richard  Chase's  essay  on  pp. 
270-279   below  is  with  us  still.   Haw- 
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thorne  wrote  nowhere  at  length  on  the 
matter,  but  these  four  extracts  from 
prefaces  to  what  we  think  of  as  his 
novels,  but  which  he  preferred  to  call 
romances,  present  the  substance  of  his 
ideas.  The  best  way  to  understand  them 
is  to  discover  how  he  put  them  into  prac- 
tice in  his  own  fiction. 


The  Romance  and  the  Novel: 
Four  Extracts 


FROM      THE    CUSTOM    HOUSE,      INTRODUC- 
TION to  The  Scarlet  Letter  (1850): 

...  It  was  a  folly,  with  the  materiality 
of  this  daily  life  pressing  so  intrusively 
upon  me,  to  attempt  to  fling  myself  back 
into  another  age;  or  to  insist  on  creating 
the  semblance  of  a  world  out  of  airy 
matter,  when,  at  every  moment,  the  im- 
palpable beauty  of  my  soap-bubble  was 
broken  by  the  rude  contact  of  some  actual 
circumstance.  The  wiser  effort  would 
have  been  to  diffuse  thought  and  imagina- 
tion through  the  opaque  substance  of  to- 
day, and  thus  to  make  it  a  bright 
transparency;  to  spiritualize  the  burden 
that  began  to  weigh  so  heavily;  to  seek, 
resolutely,  the  true  and  indestructible 
value  that  lay  hidden  in  the  petty  and 
wearisome  incidents,  and  ordinary  char- 
acters, with  which  I  was  not  conversant. 
The  fault  was  mine.  The  page  of  life 
that  was  spread  before  me  seemed  dull 
and  commonplace,  only  because  I  had 
not  fathomed  its  deeper  import.  A  better 
book  than  I  shall  ever  write  was  there; 
leaf  after  leaf  presenting  itself  to  me,  just 
as  it  was  written  out  by  the  reality  of  the 
fleeting  hour,  and  vanishing  as  fast  as 
written,  only  because  my  brain  wanted 
the  insight  and  my  hand  the  cunning  to 
transcribe  it.  At  some  future  day,  it  may 
be,  I  shall  remember  a  few  scattered 
fragments  and  broken  paragraphs,  and 
write  them  down,  and  find  the  letters 
turn  to  gold  upon  the  page. 


preface   to   The  House  of  the  Seven 
Gables  (1851): 

When  a  writer  calls  his  work  a  Ro- 
mance, it  need  hardly  be  observed  that 
he  wishes  to  claim  a  certain  latitude,  both 
as  to  its  fashion  and  material,  which  he 
would  not  have  felt  himself  entitled  to 
assume  had  he  professed  to  be  writing 
a  Novel.  The  latter  form  of  composition  is 
presumed  to  aim  at  a  very  minute  fidelity, 
not  merely  to  the  possible,  but  to  the 
probable  and  ordinary  course  of  man's 
experience.  The  former — while,  as  a  work 
of  art,  it  must  rigidly  subject  itself  to 
laws,  and  while  it  sins  unpardonably  so 
far  as  it  may  swerve  aside  from  the  truth 
of  the  human  heart — has  fairly  a  right 
to  present  that  truth  under  circumstances, 
to  a  great  extent,  of  the  writer's  own 
choosing  or  creation.  If  he  think  fit,  also, 
he  may  so  manage  his  atmospherical 
medium  as  to  bring  out  or  mellow  the 
lights  and  deepen  and  enrich  the  shadows 
of  the  picture.  He  will  be  wise,  no  doubt 
to  make  a  very  moderate  use  of  the 
privileges  here  stated,  and,  especially,  to 
mingle  the  Marvelous  rather  as  a  slight, 
delicate,  and  evanescent  flavor,  than  as 
any  portion  of  the  actual  substance  of 
the  dish  offered  to  the  public.  He  can 
hardly  be  said,  however,  to  commit  a 
literary  crime  even  if  he  disregard  this 
caution. 

In  the  present  work,  the  author  has 
proposed  to  himself — but  with  what  suc- 
cess, fortunately,  it  is  not  for  him  to  judge 
— to  keep  undeviatingly  within  his  im- 
munities. The  point  of  view  in  which  this 
tale  comes  under  the  Romantic  definition 
lies  in  the  attempt  to  connect  a  bygone 
time  with  the  very  present  which  is  flit- 
ting away  from  us.  It  is  a  legend  prolong- 
ing itself,  from  an  epoch  now  gray  in  the 
distance,  down  into  our  own  broad  day- 
light, and  bringing  along  with  it  some  of 
its  legendary  mist,  which  the  reader,  ac- 
cording to  his  pleasure,  may  either  dis- 
regard, or  allow  it  to  float  almost  im- 
perceptibly   about    the    characters    and 
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events  for  the  sake  of  a  picturesque 
effect.  The  narrative,  it  may  be,  is  woven 
of  so  humble  a  texture  as  to  require  this 
advantage,  and,  at  the  same  time,  to 
render  it  the  more  difficult  of  attainment. 

preface    to    The    Blithedole    Romance 

(1852): 

...  In  the  old  countries,  with  which 
fiction  has  long  been  conversant,  a  certain 
conventional  privilege  seems  to  be 
awarded  to  the  romancer;  his  work  is  not 
put  exactly  side  by  side  with  nature;  and 
he  is  allowed  a  license  with  regard  to 
every-day  probability,  in  view  of  the  im- 
proved effects  which  he  is  bound  10 
produce  thereby.  Among  ourselves,  on 
the  contrary,  there  is  as  yet  no  such 
Faery  Land,  so  like  the  real  world,  that, 
in  a  suitable  remoteness,  one  cannot  well 
tell  the  difference,  but  with  an  atmos- 
phere of  strange  enchantment,  beheld 
through  which  the  inhabitants  have  a 
propriety  of  their  own.  This  atmosphere 
is  what  the  American  romancer  needs.  In 
its  absence,  the  beings  of  imagination  are 
compelled  to  show  themselves  in  the  same 
category  as  actual  living  mortals;  a  neces- 
sity that  generally  renders  the  paint  and 
pasteboard  of  their  composition  but  too 
painfully  discernible. 

preface  to  The  Marble  Faun  (1859): 

.  .  .  Italy,  as  the  site  of  his  Romance, 
was  chiefly  valuable  to  him  as  affording 
a  sort  of  poetic  or  fairy  precinct,  where 
actualities  would  not  be  so  terribly  in- 
sisted upon  as  they  are,  and  must  needs 
be,  in  America.  No  author,  without  a 
trial,  can  conceive  of  the  difficulty  of 
writing  a  romance  about  a  country  where 
there  is  no  shadow,  no  antiquity,  no 
mystery,  no  picturesque  and  gloomy 
wrong,  nor  anything  but  a  commonplace 
prosperity,  in  broad  and  simple  daylight, 
as  is  happily  the  case  with  my  dear  native 
land.  It  will  be  very  long,  I  trust,  before 


romance-writers  may  find  congenial  and 
easily  handled  themes,  either  in  the  an- 
nals of  our  stalwart  republic,  or  in  any 
characteristic  and  probable  events  of  our 
individual  lives.  Romance  and  poetry,  ivy, 
lichens,  and  wall-flowers,  need  ruin  to 
make  them  grow. 


Oliver  Wendell  Holmes 
*  1809-1894 


Dr.  Holmes  was  a  better  appreciator  than 
critic  of  literature.  He  knew  what  he 
liked  and  usually  why  he  liked  it.  Re- 
marks on  tendencies  among  writers  of  his 
time  are  scattered  through  the  autocrat 

OF  THE  BREAKFAST  TABLE  of  1858,  THE 
PROFESSOR  AT  THE  BREAKFAST  TABLE  of 

1860,  and  the  poet  at  the  breakfast 
table  of  1872;  the  following,  in  which 
an  aging  man  of  polite  letters  considers 
what  seem  to  him  unfortunate  trends  set 
in  motion  by  younger  men,  appeared  in 
over  the  teacups  in  1891. 


Realism  in  Literature 

It  seems  to  me  .  .  .  that  the  great  ad- 
ditions which  have  been  made  by  realism 
to  the  territory  of  literature  consist  largely 
of  swampy,  malarious,  ill-smelling  patches 
of  soil  which  had  previously  been  left  to 
reptiles  and  vermin.  It  is  perfectly  easy 
to  be  original  by  violating  the  laws  of 
decency  and  the  canons  of  good  taste. 
The  general  consent  of  civilized  people 
was  supposed  to  have  banished  certain 
subjects  from  the  conversation  of  well 
bred  people  and  the  pages  of  respectable 
literature.  There  is  no  subject,  or  hardly 
any,  which  may  not  be  treated  of  at  the 
proper  time,  in  the  proper  place,  by  the 
fitting  person,  for  the  right  kind  of  listener 
or  reader.  But  when  the  poet  or  the  story- 
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teller  invades  the  province  of  the  man  of 
science,  he  is  on  dangerous  ground.  I 
need  say  nothing  of  the  blunders  he  is 
pretty  sure  to  make.  The  imaginative 
writer  is  after  effects.  The  scientific  man 
is  after  truth.  Science  is  decent,  modest; 
does  not  try  to  startle,  but  to  instruct. 
The  same  scenes  and  objects  which  out- 
rage every  sense  of  delicacy  in  the  story- 
teller's highly  colored  paragraph  can  be 
read  without  giving  offense  in  the  chaste 
language  of  the  physiologist  or  the  phy- 
sician. .  .  .  The  subject  which  in  the 
hands  of  the  scientific  student  is  handled 
decorously, — reverently,  we  might  almost 
say, — becomes  repulsive,  shameful,  and 
debasing  in  the  unscrupulous  manipula- 
tions of  the  low-bred  man  of  letters. 

I  confess  that  I  am  a  little  jealous  of 
certain  tendencies  in  our  American  litera- 
ture, which  led  one  of  the  severest  and 
most  outspoken  of  our  satirical  fellow- 
countrymen,  no  longer  living  to  be  called 
to  account  for  it,  to  say,  in  a  moment  of 
bitterness,  that  the  mission  of  America 
was  to  vulgarize  mankind.  I  myself  have 
sometimes  wondered  at  the  pleasure  some 
Old  World  critics  have  professed  to  find 
in  the  most  lawless  freaks  of  New  World 
literature.  I  have  questioned  whether 
their  delight  was  not  like  that  of  the 
Spartans  in  the  drunken  antics  of  their 
Helots.  But  I  suppose  I  belong  to  another 
age,  and  must  not  attempt  to  judge  the 
present  by  my  old-fashioned  standards. 


Mark  Twain 
*  1835-1910 


Mark  Twain's  notion  of  successful  fiction 
was  very  different  from  Toe's,  and  seems 
to  have  lasted  longer:  Ernest  Hemingway 
once  said  that  all  American  literature 
begins  with  the  adventures  of  huckle- 


berry finn.  The  first  and  the  third  of 
the  extracts  reprinted  below  are  from 
"How  to  Tell  a  Story"  and  "What  Paul 
Bourget  Thinks  of  Us,"  both  of  which 
first  appeared  in  the  1890s  and  were  col- 
lected in  the  volume  called  how  to  tell 

A   STORY   AND   OTHER  ESSAYS   in   1899;    the 

second  is  from  the  first  volume  of  mark 
twain's  autobiography,  published  in 
1924. 


Some  Remarks  on  Fiction:  Three 
Extracts 

HOW  TO  TELL  A  STORY 

I  do  not  claim  that  I  can  tell  a  story 
as  it  ought  to  be  told.  I  only  claim  to 
know  how  a  story  ought  to  be  told,  for  I 
have  been  almost  daily  in  the  company 
of  the  most  expert  story-tellers  for  many 
years. 

There  are  several  kinds  of  stories,  but 
only  one  difficult  kind — the  humorous.  I 
will  talk  mainly  about  that  one.  The 
humorous  story  is  American,  the  comic 
story  is  English,  the  witty  story  is  French. 
The  humorous  story  depends  for  its  effect 
upon  the  manner  of  the  telling;  the  comic 
story  and  the  witty  story  upon  the  matter. 

The  humorous  story  may  be  spun  out 
to  great  length,  and  may  wander  around 
as  much  as  it  pleases,  and  arrive  nowhere 
in  particular;  but  the  comic  and  witty 
stories  must  be  brief  and  end  with  a  point. 
The  humorous  story  bubbles  gently  along, 
the  others  burst. 

The  humorous  story  is  strictly  a  work 
of  art — high  and  delicate  art — and  only 
an  artist  can  tell  it;  but  no  art  is  necessary 
in  telling  the  comic  and  the  witty  story; 
anybody  can  do  it.  The  art  of  telling  a 
humorous  story — understand,  I  mean  by 
word  of  mouth,  not  print — was  created 
in  America,  and  has  remained  at  home. 

The  humorous  story  is  told  gravely;  the 
teller  does  his  best  to  conceal  the  fact  that 
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he  even  dimly  suspects  there  is  anything 
funny  about  it;  but  the  teller  of  the 
comic  story  tells  you  beforehand  that  this 
is  one  of  the  funniest  things  he  has  ever 
heard,  then  tells  it  with  eager  delight,  and 
is  the  first  person  to  laugh  when  he  gets 
through.  And  sometimes,  if  he  has  had 
good  success,  he  is  so  glad  and  happy 
that  he  will  repeat  the  "nub"  of  it  and 
glance  around  from  face  to  face,  collect- 
ing applause,  and  then  repeat  it  again.  It 
is  a  pathetic  thing  to  see. 

Very  often,  of  course,  the  rambling  and 
disjointed  humorous  story  finishes  with  a 
nub,  point,  snapper,  or  whatever  you 
like  to  call  it.  Then  the  listener  must  be 
alert,  for  in  many  cases  the  teller  will 
divert  attention  from  that  nub  by  drop- 
ping it  in  a  carefully  casual  and  indiffer- 
ent way,  with  the  pretence  that  he  does 
not  know  it  is  a  nub.   .   .   . 

But  the  teller  of  the  comic  story  does 
not  slur  the  nub;  he  shouts  it  at  you — 
every  time.  And  when  he  prints  it,  in 
England,  France,  Germany,  and  Italy,  he 
italicizes  it,  puts  some  whooping  excla- 
mation-points after  it,  and  sometimes 
explains  it  in  a  parenthesis.  All  of  which 
is  very  depressing,  and  makes  me  want  to 
renounce  joking  and  lead  a  better 
life.  .  .  . 

To  string  incongruities  and  absurdities 
together  in  a  wandering  and  sometimes 
purposeless  way,  and  seem  innocently 
unaware  that  they  are  absurdities,  is  the 
basis  of  the  American  art.  .  .  . 


NARRATIVE   IS   A   DIFFICULT  ART 

.  .  .  With  the  pen  in  one's  hand,  nar- 
rative is  a  difficult  art;  narrative  should 
flow  as  flows  the  brook  down  through  the 
hills  and  the  leafy  woodlands,  its  course 
changed  by  every  boulder  it  comes  across 
and  by  every  grass-clad  gravelly  spur 
that  projects  into  its  path;  its  surface 
broken,  but  its  course  not  stayed  by  rocks 
and  gravel  on  the  bottom  in  the  shoal 
places;  a  brook  that  never  goes  straight 


for  a  minute,  but  goes,  and  goes  briskly, 
sometimes  ungrammatically,  and  some- 
times fetching  a  horseshoe  three-quarters 
of  a  mile  around,  and  at  the  end  of  the 
circuit  flowing  within  a  yard  of  the  path 
it  traversed  an  hour  before;  but  always 
going,  and  always  following  at  least  one 
law,  always  loyal  to  that  law,  the  law  of 
narrative,  which  has  no  law.  Nothing  to 
do  but  make  the  trip;  the  how  of  it  is 
not  important,  so  the  trip  is  made. 

With  a  pen  in  hand  the  narrative 
stream  is  a  canal;  it  moves  slowly, 
smoothly,  decorously,  sleepily,  it  has  no 
blemish  except  that  it  is  all  blemish.  It  is 
too  literary,  too  prim,  too  nice;  the  gait 
and  style  and  movement  are  not  suited 
to  narrative.  That  canal  stream  is  always 
reflecting;  it  is  its  nature,  it  can't  help 
it.  Its  slick  shiny  surface  is  interested  in 
everything  it  passes  along  the  banks — 
cows,  foliage,  flowers,  everything.  And 
so  it  wastes  a  lot  of  time  in  reflections. 


THE   NATIVE   NOVELIST 

...  A  foreigner  can  photograph  the 
exteriors  of  a  nation,  but  I  think  that  is  as 
far  as  he  can  get.  I  think  that  no  foreigner 
can  report  its  interior — its  soul,  its  life, 
its  speech,  its  thought.  I  think  that  a 
knowledge  of  these  things  is  acquirable 
in  only  one  way — not  two  or  four  or  six 
— absorption;  years  and  years  of  uncon- 
scious absorption;  years  and  years  of 
intercourse  with  the  life  concerned;  of 
living  it,  indeed;  sharing  personally  in  its 
shames  and  prides,  its  joys  and  griefs,  its 
loves  and  hates,  its  prosperities  and  re- 
verses, its  shows  and  shabbinesses,  its 
deep  patriotisms,  its  whirlwinds  of  po- 
litical passion,  its  adorations — of  flag,  and 
heroic  deed,  and  the  glory  of  the  na- 
tional name.  Observation?  Of  what  real 
value  is  it?  One  learns  peoples  through 
the  heart,  not  the  eyes  or  the  intellect. 

There  is  only  one  expert  who  is  quali- 
fied to  examine  the  soul  and  the  life  of 
a  people  and  make  a  valuable  report — 
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the  native  novelist.  This  expert  is  so  rare 
that  the  most  populous  country  can  never 
have  fifteen  conspicuously  and  confess- 
edly competent  ones  in  stock  at  one  time. 
This  native  specialist  is  not  qualified  to 
begin  work  until  he  has  been  absorbing 
during  twenty -five  years.  How  much  of 
his  competency  is  derived  from  conscious 
"observation"?  The  amount  is  so  slight 
that  it  counts  for  next  to  nothing  in  the 
equipment.  Almost  the  whole  capital  of 
the  novelist  is  the  slow  accumulation 
of  unconscious  observation — absorption. 
The  native  expert's  intentional  observa- 
tion of  manners,  speech,  character,  and 
ways  of  life  can  have  value,  for  the  native 
knows  what  they  mean  without  having 
to  sipher  out  the  meaning.  But  I  should 
be  astonished  to  see  a  foreigner  get  the 
right  meanings,  catch  the  elusive  shades 
of  these  subtle  things.  Even  the  native 
novelist  becomes  a  foreigner,  with  a 
foreigner's  limitations,  when  he  steps 
from  the  state  whose  life  he  has  not  lived. 
Bret  Harte  got  his  California  and  his 
Californians  by  unconscious  absorption, 
and  put  them  into  his  tales  alive.  But 
when  he  came  from  the  Pacific  to  the 
Atlantic  and  tried  to  do  Newport  life 
from  study — conscious  observation — his 
failure  was  absolutely  monumental.  New- 
port is  a  disastrous  place  for  the  unac- 
climated  observer,  evidently. 

To  return  to  novel-building.  Does  the 
native  novelist  try  to  generalize  the  na- 
tion? No,  he  lays  plainly  before  you  the 
ways  and  speech  and  life  of  a  few  people 
grouped  in  a  certain  place — his  own 
place — and  that  is  one  book.  In  time  he 
and  his  brethren  will  report  to  you  the 
life  and  the  people  of  a  whole  nation — 
the  life  of  a  group  in  a  New  England  vil- 
lage; in  a  New  York  village;  in  a  Texan 
village;  in  an  Oregon  village;  in  villages 
in  fifty  states  and  territories;  then  the 
farm-life  in  fifty  states  and  territories;  a 
hundred  patches  of  life  and  groups  of 
people  in  a  dozen  widely  separated  cities. 
And  the  Indians  will  be  attended  to;  and 
the   cowboys;    and  the   gold   and   silver 


miners;  and  the  negroes;  and  the  Idiots 
and  Congressmen;  and  the  Irish,  the 
Germans,  the  Italians,  the  Swedes,  the 
French,  the  Chinamen,  the  Greasers;  and 
the  Catholics,  the  Methodists,  the  Pres- 
byterians, the  Congregationalists,  the 
Baptists,  the  Spiritualists,  the  Mormons, 
the  Shakers,  the  Quakers,  the  Jews,  the 
Campbellites,  the  infidels,  the  Christian 
Scientists,  the  Mind-Curists,  the  Faith- 
Curists,  the  Train-robbers,  the  White 
Caps,  the  Moonshiners.  And  when  a 
thousand  able  novels  have  been  written, 
there  you  have  the  soul  of  the  people, 
the  speech  of  the  people;  and  not  any- 
where else  can  these  be  had.  And  the 
shadings  of  character,  manners,  ambi- 
tions, will  be  infinite. 


William  Dean  Howells 
*  1837-1920 


Howells  is  sometimes  remembered  as 
the  "reticent  realist"  because,  though  he 
spoke  in  critical  essays  of  the  necessity 
for  literature  to  be  true  to  life,  his  own 
novels  presented  nothing  more  exciting, 
one  of  his  later  contemporaries  once  said, 
than  the  romance  of  a  broken  teacup  or 
the  thrill  of  a  walk  down  the  block.  Re- 
cent critics  have  understood  him  better, 
discovering  that  he  had  achieved  a  sig- 
nificant success  in  the  difficult  task  of 
representing  ordinary  and  uneventful  life. 
The  following  remarks  first  appeared  in 
harper's  magazine  and  in  1891  were 
collected  in  a  volume  of  essays  called 

CRITICISM  AND  FICTION. 


Subjects  For  American  Fiction 

One  of  the  great  newspapers  the  other 
day  invited  the  prominent  American 
authors  to  speak  their  minds  upon  a  point 


Subjects  for  American  Fiction 


237 


in  the  theory  and  practice  of  fiction 
which  had  already  vexed  some  of  them. 
It  was  the  question  of  how  much  or  how 
little  the  American  novel  ought  to  deal 
with  certain  facts  of  life  which  are  not 
usually  talked  of  before  young  people, 
and  especially  young  ladies.  Of  course 
the  question  was  not  decided,  and  I 
forget  just  how  far  the  balance  inclined 
in  favor  of  a  larger  freedom  in  the  matter. 
But  it  certainly  inclined  that  way;  one 
or  two  writers  of  the  sex  which  is  some- 
how supposed  to  have  purity  in  its  keep- 
ing (as  if  purity  were  a  thing  that  did  not 
practically  concern  the  other  sex,  pre- 
occupied with  serious  affairs)  gave  it  a 
rather  vigorous  tilt  to  that  side.  In  view 
of  this  fact  it  would  not  be  the  part  of 
prudence  to  make  an  effort  to  dress  the 
balance;  and  indeed  I  do  not  know  that 
I  was  going  to  make  any  such  effort.  But 
there  are  some  things  to  say,  around  and 
about  the  subject,  which  I  should  like  to 
have  some  one  else  say,  and  which  I  may 
myself  possibly  be  safe  in  suggesting. 

One  of  the  first  of  these  is  the  fact, 
generally  lost  sight  of  by  those  who 
censure  the  Anglo-Saxon  novel  for  its 
prudishness,  that  it  is  really  not  such  a 
prude  after  all;  and  that  if  it  is  sometimes 
apparently  anxious  to  avoid  those  experi- 
ences of  life  not  spoken  of  before  young 
people,  this  may  be  an  appearance  only. 
Sometimes  a  novel  .vhich  has  this  shuf- 
fling air,  this  effect  of  truckling  to  pro- 
priety, might  defend  itself,  if  it  could 
speak  for  itself,  by  saying  that  such  ex- 
periences happened  not  to  come  within 
its  scheme,  and  that,  so  far  from  maiming 
or  mutilating  itself  in  ignoring  them,  it 
was  all  the  more  faithfully  representative 
of  the  tone  of  modern  life  in  dealing  with 
love  that  was  chaste,  and  with  passion 
so  honest  that  it  could  be  openly  spoken 
of  before  the  tenderest  society  bud  at 
dinner.  It  might  say  that  the  guilty  in- 
trigue, the  betrayal,  the  extreme  flirtation 
even,  was  the  exceptional  thing  in  life, 
and  unless  the  scheme  cf  the  story  neces- 
sarily involved  it,  that  it  would  be  bad 


art  to  lug  it  in,  and  as  bad  taste  as  to 
introduce  such  topics  in  a  mixed  com- 
pany. It  could  say  very  justly  that  the 
novel  in  om  civilization  now  always  ad- 
dresses a  mixed  company,  and  that  the 
vast  majority  of  the  company  are  ladies, 
and  that  very  many,  if  not  most,  of  these 
ladies  are  young  girls.  If  the  novel  were 
written  for  men  and  for  married  women 
alone,  as  in  continental  Europe,  it  might 
be  altogether  different.  But  the  simple 
fact  is  that  it  is  not  written  for  them 
alone  among  us,  and  it  is  a  question  of 
writing,  under  cover  of  our  universal  ac- 
ceptance, things  for  young  girls  to  read 
which  you  would  be  put  out-of-doors  for 
saying  to  them,  or  frankly  giving  notice 
of  your  intention,  and  so  cutting  yourself 
off  from  the  pleasure — and  it  is  a  very 
high  and  sweet  one — of  appealing  to 
these  vivid,  responsive  intelligences, 
which  are  none  the  less  brilliant  and 
admirable  because  they  are  innocent. 

One  day  a  novelist  who  liked,  after  the 
manner  of  other  men,  to  repine  at  his 
hard  fate,  complained  to  his  friend,  a 
critic,  that  he  was  tired  of  the  restriction 
he  had  put  upon  himself  in  this  regard; 
for  it  is  a  mistake,  as  can  be  readily 
shown,  to  supose  that  others  impose  it. 
"See  how  free  those  French  fellows  are!" 
he  rebelled.  "Shall  we  always  be  shut  up 
to  our  tradition  of  decency?" 

"Do  you  think  it's  much  worse  than 
being  shut  up  to  their  tradition  of  in- 
decency?" said  his  friend. 

Then  that  novelist  began  to  reflect,  and 
he  remembered  how  sick  the  invariable 
motive  of  the  French  novel  made  him. 
He  perceived  finally  that,  convention  for 
convention,  ours  was  not  only  more 
tolerable,  but  on  the  whole  was  truer  to 
life,  not  only  to  its  complexion,  but  also 
to  its  texture.  No  one  will  pretend  that 
there  is  not  vicious  love  beneath  the  sur- 
face of  our  society;  if  he  did,  the  fetid 
explosions  of  the  divorce  trials  would 
refute  him;  but  if  he  pretended  that  it 
was  in  any  just  sense  characteristic  of 
our  society,  he  could  be  still  more  easily 
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refuted.  Yet  it  exists,  and  it  is  unques- 
tionably the  material  of  tragedy,  the  stuff 
from  which  intense  effects  are  wrought. 
The  question,  after  owning  this  fact,  is 
whether  these  intense  effects  are  not 
rather  cheap  effects.  I  incline  to  think 
they  are,  and  I  will  try  to  say  why  I  think 
so,  if  I  may  do  so  without  offence.  The 
material  itself,  the  mere  mention  of  it, 
has  an  instant  fascination;  it  arrests,  it 
detains,  till  the  last  word  is  said,  and 
while  there  is  anything  to  be  hinted.  This 
is  what  makes  a  love  intrigue  of  some 
sort  all  but  essential  to  the  popularity  of 
any  fiction.  Without  such  an  intrigue  the 
intellectual  equipment  of  the  author  must 
be  of  the  highest,  and  then  he  will  suc- 
ceed only  with  the  highest  class  of  read- 
ers. But  any  author  who  will  deal  with 
a  guilty  love  intrigue  holds  all  readers  in 
his  hand,  the  highest  with  the  lowest,  as 
long  as  he  hints  the  slightest  hope  of  the 
smallest  potential  naughtiness.  He  need 
not  at  all  be  a  great  author;  he  may  be  a 
very  shabby  wretch,  if  he  has  but  the 
courage  or  the  trick  of  that  sort  of  thing. 
The  critics  will  call  him  "virile"  and  "pas- 
sionate"; decent  people  will  be  ashamed 
to  have  been  limned  by  him;  but  the  low 
average  will  only  ask  another  chance  of 
flocking  into  his  net.  If  he  happens  to 
be  an  able  writer,  his  really  fine  and 
costly  work  will  be  unheeded,  and  the 
lure  to  the  appetite  will  be  chiefly  re- 
membered. There  may  be  other  qualities 
which  make  reputations  for  other  men, 
but  in  his  case  they  will  count  for  noth- 
ing. He  pays  this  penalty  for  his  success 
in  that  kind;  and  every  one  pays  some 
such  penalty  who  deals  with  some  such 
material.  It  attaches  in  like  manner  to  the 
triumphs  of  the  writers  who  now  almost 
form  a  school  among  us,  and  who  may  be 
said  to  have  established  themselves  in 
an  easy  popularity  simply  by  the  study  of 
erotic  shivers  and  fervors.  They  may  find 
their  account  in  the  popularity,  or  they 
may  not;  there  is  no  question  of  the 
popularity. 


But  I  do  not  mean  to  imply  that  their 
case  covers  the  whole  ground.  So  far  as  it 
goes,  though,  it  ought  to  stop  the  mouths 
of  those  who  complain  that  fiction  is  en- 
slaved to  propriety  among  us.  It  appears 
that  of  a  certain  kind  of  impropriety  it  is 
free  to  give  us  all  it  will,  and  more.  But 
this  is  not  what  serious  men  and  women 
writing  fiction  mean  when  they  rebel 
against  the  limitations  of  their  art  in  our 
civilization.  They  have  no  desire  to  deal 
with  nakedness,  as  painters  and  sculptors 
freely  do  in  the  worship  of  beauty;  or 
with  certain  facts  of  life,  as  the  stage 
does,  in  the  service  of  sensation.  But  they 
ask  why,  when  the  conventions  of  the 
plastic  and  histrionic  arts  liberate  their 
followers  to  the  portrayal  of  almost  any 
phase  of  the  physical  or  of  the  emotional 
nature,  an  American  novelist  may  not 
write  a  story  on  the  lines  of  Anna  Ka- 
renina  or  Madame  Bovary.  Sappho  they 
put  aside,  and  from  Zola's  work  they  avert 
their  eyes.  They  do  not  condemn  him  or 
Daudet,  necessarily,  or  accuse  their  mo- 
tives; they  leave  them  out  of  the  ques- 
tion; they  do  not  want  to  do  that  kind  of 
thing.  But  they  do  sometimes  wish  to  do 
another  kind,  to  touch  one  of  the  most 
serious  and  sorrowful  problems  of  life  in 
the  spirit  of  Tolstoi  and  Flaubert,  and 
they  ask  why  they  may  not.  At  one  time, 
they  remind  us,  the  Anglo-Saxon  novelist 
did  deal  with  such  problems — Defoe  in 
his  spirit,  Richardson  in  his,  Goldsmith 
in  his.  At  what  moment  did  our  fiction 
lose  this  privilege?  In  what  fatal  hour  did 
the  Young  Girl  arise  and  seal  the  lips  of 
Fiction,  with  a  touch  of  her  finger,  to 
some  of  the  most  vital  interests  of  life? 

Whether  I  wished  to  oppose  them  in 
their  aspiration  for  greater  freedom,  or 
whether  I  wished  to  encourage  them,  I 
should  begin  to  answer  them  by  saying 
that  the  Young  Girl  had  never  done  any- 
thing of  the  kind.  The  manners  of  the 
novel  have  been  improving  with  those  of 
its  readers;  that  is  all.  Gentlemen  no 
longer    swear   or   fall   drunk   under   the 


table,  or  abduct  young  ladies  and  shut 
them  in  lonely  country-houses,  or  so  ha- 
bitually set  about  the  ruin  of  their  neigh- 
bors' wives,  as  they  once  did.  Generally, 
people  now  call  a  spade  an  agricultural 
implement;  they  have  not  grown  decent 
without  having  also  grown  a  little 
squeamish,  but  they  have  grown  com- 
paratively decent;  there  is  no  doubt 
about  that.  They  require  of  a  novelist 
whom  they  respect  unquestionable  proof 
of  his  seriousness,  if  he  proposes  to  deal 
with  certain  phases  of  life;  they  require  a 
sort  of  scientific  decorum.  He  can  no 
longer  expect  to  be  received  on  the 
ground  of  entertainment  only;  he  assumes 
a  higher  function,  something  like  that  of 
a  physician  or  a  priest,  and  they  expect 
him  to  be  bound  by  laws  as  sacred  as 
those  of  such  professions;  they  hold  him 
solemnly  pledged  not  to  betray  them  or 
abuse  their  confidence.  If  he  will  accept 
the  conditions,  they  give  him  their  con- 
fidence, and  he  may  then  treat  to  his 
greater  honor,  and  not  at  all  to  his  dis- 
advantage, of  such  experiences,  such  re- 
lations of  men  and  women  as  George 
Eliot  treats  in  Adam  Bede,  in  Daniel  De- 
ronda,  in  Romola,  in  almost  all  her  books; 
such  as  Hawthorne  treats  in  the  Scarlet 
Letter;  such  as  Dickens  treats  in  David 
Copperfield;  such  as  Thackeray  treats  in 
Pendennis,  and  glances  at  in  every  one  of 
his  fictions;  such  as  most  of  the  masters 
of  English  fiction  have  at  some  time 
treated  more  or  less  openly.  It  is  quite 
false  or  quite  mistaken  to  suppose  that 
our  novels  have  left  untouched  these  most 
important  realities  of  life.  They  have  not 
only  made  them  their  stock  in  trade;  they 
have  kept  a  true  perspective  in  regard  to 
them;  they  have  relegated  them  in  their 
pictures  of  life  to  the  space  and  place 
they  occupy  in  life  itself,  as  we  know  it 
in  England  and  America.  They  have  kept 
a  correct  proportion,  knowing  perfectly 
well  that  unless  the  novel  is  to  be  a  map, 
with  everything  scrupulously  laid  down 
in  it,  a  faithful  record  of  life  in  far  the 
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greater  extent  could  be  made  to  the  ex- 
clusion of  guilty  love  and  all  its  circum- 
stances and  consequences. 

I  justify  them  in  this  view  not  only 
because  I  hate  what  is  cheap  and  mere- 
tricious, and  hold  in  peculiar  loathing  the 
cant  of  the  critics  who  require  "passion" 
as  something  in  itself  admirable  and  de- 
sirable in  a  novel,  but  because  I  prize 
fidelity  in  the  historian  of  feeling  and 
character.  Most  of  these  critics  who  de- 
mand "passion"  would  seem  to  have  no 
conception  of  any  passion  but  one.  Yet 
there  are  several  other  passions:  the  pas- 
sion of  grief,  the  passion  of  avarice,  the 
passion  of  pity,  the  passion  of  ambition, 
the  passion  of  hate,  the  passion  of  envy, 
the  passion  of  devotion,  the  passion  of 
friendship;  and  all  these  have  a  greater 
part  in  the  drama  of  life  than  the  passion 
of  love,  and  infinitely  greater  than  the 
pasion  of  guilty  love.  Wittingly  or  un- 
wittingly, English  fiction  and  American 
fiction  have  recognized  this  truth,  not 
fully,  not  in  the  measure  it  merits,  but  in 
greater  degree  than  most  other  fictions. 


Bret  Harte 

*  1836-1902 


The  effective  literary  career  of  Francis 
Bret  Harte  was  extremely  short,  extend- 
ing over  the  few  years  at  the  end  of  the 
1860s  when  such  stories  as  "The  Luck 
of  Roaring  Camp"  and  "The  Outcasts  of 
Poker  Flat"  swept  him  to  popularity 
which  he  was  not  able  to  maintain,  but 
his  inflence  on  fiction,  particularly  in  its 
most  popular  varieties,  has  extended  even 
to  the  adult  western  on  television  today. 
In  writing  of  "The  Rise  of  the  Short 
Story"  for  the  London  cornhill  maga- 
zine in  1899,  he  spoke  with  feeling  and 
authority  about  a  literary  movement  to 
which  he  had  given  important  impetus. 
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The  Rise  of  the  Short  Story 

As  it  has  been  the  custom  of  good- 
natured  reviewers  to  associate  the  present 
writer  with  the  origin  of  the  American 
"short  story,"  he  may  have  a  reasonable 
excuse  for  offering  the  following  reflec- 
tions— pardy  the  result  of  his  own  ob- 
servations during  the  last  thirty  years, 
and  partly  from  his  experience  in  the 
introduction  of  this  form  of  literature 
to  the  pages  of  the  Western  magazine,  of 
which  he  was  editor  at  the  beginning  of 
that  period.  But  he  is  far  from  claiming 
the  invention,  or  of  even  attributing  its 
genesis  to  that  particular  occasion.  The 
short  story  was  familiar  enough  in  form 
in  America  during  the  early  half  of  the 
century;  perhaps  the  proverbial  haste  of 
American  life  was  some  inducement  to  its 
brevity.  It  had  been  the  medium  through 
which  some  of  the  most  characteristic 
work  of  the  best  American  writers  had 
won  the  approbation  of  the  public.  Poe — 
a  master  of  the  art,  as  yet  unsurpassed — 
had  written;  Longfellow  and  Hawthorne 
had  lent,  it  the  graces  of  the  English 
classics.  But  it  was  not  the  American 
short  story  of  today.  It  was  not  character- 
istic of  American  life,  American  habits 
nor  American  thought.  It  was  not  vital 
and  instinct  with  the  experience  and 
observation  of  the  average  American;  it 
made  no  attempt  to  follow  his  reasoning 
or  to  understand  his  peculiar  form  of 
expression — which  it  was  apt  to  consider 
vulgar;  it  had  no  sympathy  with  those 
dramatic  contrasts  and  surprises  which 
are  the  wonders  of  American  civilization; 
it  took  no  account  of  the  modifications 
of  environment  and  of  geographical  limi- 
tations; indeed,  it  knew  little  of  American 
geography.  Of  all  that  was  distinctly 
American  it  was  evasive — when  it  was 
not  apologetic.  And  even  when  graced 
by  the  style  of  the  best  masters,  it  was 
distinctly  provincial. 


It  would  be  easier  to  trace  the  causes 
which  produced  this  than  to  assign  any 
distinct  occasion  or  period  for  the  change. 
What  was  called  American  literature  was 
still  limited  to  English  methods  and  upon 
English  models.  The  best  writers  either 
wandered  far  afield  for  their  inspiration, 
or,  restricted  to  home  material,  were 
historical  or  legendary;  artistically  con- 
templative of  their  own  country,  but 
seldom  observant.  Literature  abode  on  a 
scant  fringe  of  the  Atlantic  seaboard, 
gathering  the  drift  from  other  shores,  and 
hearing  the  murmur  of  other  lands  rather 
than  the  voices  of  its  own;  it  was  either 
expressed  in  an  artificial  treatment  of  life 
in  the  cities,  or,  as  with  Irving,  was 
frankly  satirical  of  provincial  social  am- 
bition. There  was  much  "fine"  writing; 
there  were  American  Addisons,  Steeles, 
and  Lambs — there  were  provincial  Spec- 
tators and  Tatlers.  The  sentiment  was 
English.  Even  Irving  in  the  pathetic 
sketch  of  "The  Wife"  echoed  the  style  of 
"Rosamund  Grey."  They  were  sketches  of 
American  life  in  the  form  of  the  English 
Essayists,  with  no  attempt  to  understand 
the  American  character.  The  literary  man 
had  little  sympathy  with  the  rough  and 
half -civilised  masses  who  were  making  his 
country's  history;  if  he  used  them  at  all 
it  was  as  a  foil  to  bring  into  greater  relief 
his  hero  of  the  unmistakable  English 
pattern.  In  his  slavish  imitation  of  the 
foreigner,  he  did  not,  however,  succeed 
in  retaining  the  foreigner's  quick  appre- 
ciation of  novelty.  It  took  an  Englishman 
to  first  develop  the  humor  and  pictur- 
esqueness  of  American  or  "Yankee"  dia- 
lect, but  Judge  [Thomas]  Haliburton 
succeeded  better  in  reproducing  "Sam 
Slick's"  speech  than  his  character.  Dr. 
[Sylvester]  Judd's  "Margaret" — one  of 
the  earlier  American  stories — although 
a  vivid  picture  of  New  England  farm  life 
and  strongly  marked  with  local  color,  was 
in  incident  and  treatment  a  mere  imita- 
tion of  English  rural  tragedy.  It  would, 
indeed,   seem   that  while  the  American 


people  had  shaken  off  the  English  yoke 
in  government,  politics,  and  national  pro- 
gression, while  they  had  already  startled 
the  old  world  with  invention  and  orig- 
inality in  practical  ideas,  they  had  never 
freed  themselves  from  the  trammels  of 
English  literary  precedent.  The  old  sneer 
"Who  reads  an  American  book?"  might 
have  been  answered  by  another:  "There 
are  no  American  books." 

But  while  the  American  literary  imagi- 
nation was  still  under  the  influence  of 
English  tradition,  an  unexpected  factor 
was  developing  to  diminish  its  power. 
It  was  Humor — of  a  quality  as  distinct 
and  original  as  the  country  and  civilisa- 
tion in  which  it  was  developed.  It  was  at 
first  noticeable  in  the  anecdote  or  "story," 
and,  after  the  fashion  of  such  beginnings, 
was  orally  transmitted.  It  was  common  in 
the  bar-rooms,  the  gatherings  in  the  coun- 
try store,  and  finally  at  public  meetings  in 
the  mouths  of  stump  orators.  Arguments 
were  clinched,  and  political  principles  il- 
lustrated, by  "a  funny  story."  It  invaded 
even  the  camp  meeting  and  pulpit.  It  at 
last  received  the  currency  of  the  public 
press.  But  wherever  met  it  was  so  dis- 
tinctly original  and  novel,  so  individual 
and  characteristic,  that  it  was  at  once 
known  and  appreciated  abroad  as  "an 
American  story."  Crude  at  first,  it  re- 
ceived a  literary  polish  in  the  press,  but 
its  dominant  quality  remained.  It  was 
concise  and  condense,  yet  suggestive.  It 
was  delightfully  extravagant — or  a  mira- 
cle of  understatement.  It  voiced  not  only 
the  dialect,  but  the  habits  of  thought  of 
a  people  or  locality.  It  gave  a  new  inter- 
est to  slang.  From  a  paragraph  of  a  dozen 
lines  it  grew  into  a  half  column,  but  al- 
ways retaining  its  conciseness  and  felicity 
of  statement.  It  was  a  foe  to  prolixity  of 
any  kind,  it  admitted  no  fine  writing  nor 
affectation  of  style.  It  went  directly  to 
the  point.  It  was  burdened  by  no  con- 
scientiousness; it  was  often  irreverent;  it 
was  devoid  of  all  moral  responsibility — 
but  it  was  original!   By  degrees  it   de- 
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veloped  character  with  its  incident,  often, 
in  a  few  lines,  gave  a  striking  photo- 
graph of  a  community  or  a  section,  but 
always  reached  its  conclusion  without  an 
unnecessary  word.  It  became — and  still 
exists — as  an  essential  feature  of  news- 
paper literature.  It  was  the  parent  of  the 
American  "short  story." 

But  although  these  beginnings  assumed 
more  of  a  national  character  than  Amer- 
ican serious  or  polite  literature,  they  were 
still  purely  comic,  and  their  only  imme- 
diate result  was  the  development  of  a 
number  of  humorists  in  the  columns  of 
the  daily  press — all  possessing  the  domi- 
nant national  quality  with  a  certain  in- 
dividuality of  their  own.  For  a  while  it 
seemed  as  if  they  were  losing  the  fac- 
ulty of  story-telling  in  the  elaboration  of 
eccentric  character — chiefly  used  as  a 
vehicle  for  smart  sayings,  extravagant  in- 
cident, or  political  satire.  They  were 
eagerly  received  by  the  public  and,  in 
their  day,  immensely  popular,  and  prob- 
ably were  better  known  at  home  and 
abroad  than  the  more  academic  but  less 
national  humorists  of  New  York  or 
Boston.  The  national  note  was  always 
struck  even  in  their  individual  variations, 
and  the  admirable  portraiture  of  the 
shrewd  and  humorous  showman  in 
"Artemus  Ward"  survived  his  more  me- 
chanical bad  spelling.  Yet  they  did  not 
invade  the  current  narrative  fiction;  the 
short  and  long  story-tellers  went  on  with 
their  old-fashioned  methods,  their  ad- 
mirable morals,  their  well-worn  senti- 
ments, their  colorless  heroes  and  hero- 
ines of  the  first  ranks  of  provincial  so- 
ciety. Neither  did  social  and  political 
convulsions  bring  anything  new  in  the 
way  of  Romance.  The  Mexican  war  gave 
us  the  delightful  satires  of  Hosea  Biglow, 
but  no  dramatic  narrative.  The  anti- 
slavery  struggle  before  the  War  of  the 
Rebellion  produced  a  successful  partisan 
political  novel — on  the  old  lines — with 
only  the  purely  American  characters  of 
"Topsy,"   and  the   New   England   "Miss 
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Ophelia."  The  War  itself,  prolific  as  it 
was  of  poetry  and  eloquence,  was  barren 
of  romance,  except  for  Edward  Everett 
Hale's  artistic  and  sympathetic  "The 
Man  Without  a  Country."  The  tragedies 
enacted,  the  sacrifices  offered,  not  only 
on  the  battle-field  but  in  the  division  of 
families  and  households;  the  conflict  of 
superb  Quixotism  and  reckless  gallantry 
against  Reason  and  Duty  fought  out  in 
quiet  border  farmhouses  and  plantations; 
the  reincarnation  of  Puritan  and  Cavalier 
in  a  wild  environment  of  trackless  wastes, 
pestilential  swamps  and  rugged  moun- 
tains; the  patient  endurance  of  both  the 
conqueror  and  the  conquered:  all  these 
found  no  echo  in  the  romance  of  the 
period.  Out  of  the  battle  smoke  that 
covered  half  a  continent  drifted  into  the 
pages  of  magazines  shadowy  but  correct 
figures  of  blameless  virgins  of  the  North 
— heroines  or  fashionable  belles — habited 
as  hospital  nurses,  bearing  away  the 
deeply  wounded  but  more  deeply  mis- 
understood Harvard  or  Yale  graduate 
lover  who  had  rushed  to  bury  his  broken 
heart  in  the  conflict.  It  seems  almost  in- 
credible that,  until  the  last  few  years, 
nothing  worthy  of  that  tremendous  epi- 
sode has  been  preserved  by  the  pen  of 
the  romancer. 

But  if  the  war  produced  no  character- 
istic American  story  it  brought  the  liter- 
ary man  nearer  his  work.  It  opened  to 
him  distinct  conditions  of  life  in  his  own 
country,  of  which  he  had  no  previous 
conceptions;  it  revealed  communities 
governed  by  customs  and  morals  unlike 
his  own,  yet  intensely  human  and  Amer- 
ican. The  lighter  side  of  some  of  these  he 
had  learned  from  the  humorists  before 
alluded  to;  the  grim  realities  of  war  and 
the  stress  of  circumstances  had  suddenly 
given  them  a  pathetic  or  dramatic  real- 
ity. Whether  he  had  acquired  this  knowl- 
edge of  them  with  a  musket  or  a  gilded 
strap  on  his  shoulder,  or  whether  he  was 
later  a  peaceful  "carpet-bagger"  into  the 
desolate  homes  of  the  south  and  south- 


west, he  knew  something  personally  of 
their  romantic  and  picturesque  value  in 
story.  Many  cultivated  aspirants  for  liter- 
ature, as  well  as  many  seasoned  writers 
for  the  press,  were  among  the  volunteer 
soldiery.  Again,  the  composition  of  the 
army  was  heterogeneous:  regiments  from 
the  West  rubbed  shoulders  with  regi- 
ments from  the  East;  spruce  city  clerks 
hobnobbed  with  backwoodsmen,  and  the 
student  fresh  from  college  shared  his  ra- 
tions with  the  half-educated  western 
farmer.  The  Union,  for  the  first  time, 
recognised  its  component  parts;  the  na- 
tives knew  each  other.  The  literary  man 
must  have  seen  heroes  and  heroines 
where  he  had  never  looked  for  them, 
situations  that  he  had  never  dreamt  of. 
Yet  it  is  a  mortifying  proof  of  the 
strength  of  inherited  literary  traditions, 
that  he  never  dared  until  quite  recently 
to  make  a  test  of  them.  It  is  still  more 
strange  that  he  should  have  waited  for 
the  initiative  to  be  taken  by  a  still  more 
crude,  wild,  and  more  western  civilisa- 
tion— that  of  California! 

The  gold  discovery  had  drawn  to  the 
Pacific  slope  of  the  continent  a  still  more 
heterogeneous  and  remarkable  popula- 
tion. The  immigration  of  1849  and  1850 
had  taken  farmers  from  the  plow,  mer- 
chants from  their  desks,  and  students 
from  their  books,  while  every  profession 
was  represented  in  the  motley  crowd  of 
gold-seekers.  Europe  and  her  colonies 
had  contributed  to  swell  these  adven- 
turers— for  adventurers  they  were  what- 
ever their  purpose;  the  risks  were  great, 
the  journey  long  and  difficult — the  near- 
est came  from  a  distance  of  over  a  thou- 
sand miles;  that  the  men  were  necessarily 
pre-equipped  with  courage,  faith  and 
endurance  was  a  foregone  conclusion. 
They  were  mainly  young;  a  grey-haired 
man  was  a  curiosity  in  the  mines  in  the 
early  days,  and  an  object  of  rude  respect 
and  reverence.  They  were  consequently 
free  from  the  trammels  of  precedent  or 
tradition    in    arranging    their    fives    and 


making  their  rude  homes.  There  was  a 
singular  fraternity  in  this  ideal  republic 
into  which  all  men  entered  free  and 
equal.  Distinction  of  previous  position  or 
advantages  was  unknown,  even  record 
and  reputation  for  ill  or  good  were  of 
little  benefit  or  embarrassment  to  the 
possessor;  men  were  accepted  for  what 
they  actually  were,  and  what  they  could 
do  in  taking  their  part  in  the  camp  or 
settlement.  The  severest  economy,  the 
direst  poverty,  the  most  menial  labor 
carried  no  shame  nor  disgrace  with  it; 
individual  success  brought  neither  envy 
nor  jealousy.  What  was  one  man's  for- 
tune to-day  might  be  the  luck  of  another 
to-morrow.  Add  to  this  Utopian  simplicity 
of  the  people,  the  environment  of  mag- 
nificent scenery,  a  unique  climate,  and  a 
vegetation  that  was  marvellous  in  its  pro- 
portions and  spontaneity  of  growth;  let 
it  be  further  considered  that  the  strong- 
est relief  was  given  to  this  picture  by  its 
setting  among  the  crumbling  ruins  of 
early  Spanish  possession — whose  monu- 
ments still  existed  in  Mission  and  Pre- 
sidio, and  whose  legitimate  Castilian 
descendants  still  lived  and  moved  in  pic- 
turesque and  dignified  contrast  to  their 
energetic  invaders — and  it  must  be  ad- 
mitted that  a  condition  of  romantic  and 
dramatic  possibilities  was  created  un- 
rivalled in  history. 

But  the  earlier  literature  of  the  Pacific 
slope  was,  like  that  of  the  Atlantic  sea- 
board, national  and  characteristic  only  in 
its  humor.  The  local  press  sparkled  with 
wit  and  satire,  and,  as  in  the  East,  de- 
veloped its  usual  individual  humorists. 
Of  these  should  be  mentioned  the  earliest 
pioneers  of  Californian  humor — Lieut. 
[George  H.]  Derby,  a  U.S.  army  en- 
gineer officer,  author  of  a  series  of  de- 
lightful extravagances  known  as  the 
"Squibob  Papers,"  and  the  later  and  uni- 
versally known  "Mark  Twain,"  who  con- 
tributed "The  Jumping  Frog  of  Cala- 
veras" to  the  columns  of  the  weekly  press. 
The  San  Francisco  News  Letter,  whose 
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whilom  contributor,  Major  [Ambrose] 
Bierce,  has  since  written  some  of  the 
most  graphic  romances  of  the  Civil  War; 
The  Golden  Era,  in  which  the  present 
writer  published  his  earlier  sketches,  and 
The  Californian,  to  which,  as  editor,  in 
burlesque  imitation  of  the  enterprise  of 
his  journalistic  betters,  he  contributed 
"The  Condensed  Novels,"  were  the  fore- 
most literary  weeklies.  These  were  all 
more  or  less  characteristically  American, 
but  it  was  again  remarkable  that  the 
more  literary,  romantic,  and  imaginative 
romances  had  no  national  flavor.  The 
better  remembered  serious  work  in  the 
pages  of  the  only  literary  magazine,  The 
Pioneer,  was  a  romance  of  spiritualism 
and  psychological  study,  and  a  poem  on 
the  Chandos  picture  of  Shakespeare! 

With  this  singular  experience  before 
him,  the  present  writer  was  called  upon 
to  take  the  editorial  control  of  the  Over- 
land Monthly,  a  much  more  ambitious 
magazine  venture  than  had  yet  appeared 
in  California.  The  best  writers  had  been 
invited  to  contribute  to  its  pages.  But 
in  looking  over  his  materials  on  prepar- 
ing the  first  number,  he  was  discouraged 
to  find  the  same  notable  lack  of  char- 
acteristic fiction.  There  were  good  liter- 
ary articles,  sketches  of  foreign  travel, 
and  some  essays  in  description  of  the 
natural  resources  of  California — excellent 
from  a  commercial  and  advertising  view- 
point. But  he  failed  to  discover  anything 
of  that  wild  and  picturesque  fife  which 
had  impressed  him,  first  as  a  truant 
schoolboy,  and  afterwards  as  a  youthful 
schoolmaster  among  the  mining  popula- 
tion. In  this  perplexity  he  determined  to 
attempt  to  make  good  the  deficiency 
himself.  He  wrote  "The  Luck  of  Roaring 
Camp."  However  far  short  it  fell  of  his 
ideal  and  his  purpose,  he  conscientiously 
believed  that  he  had  painted  much  that 
"he  saw,  and  part  of  which  he  was,"  that 
his  subject  and  characters  were  distinctly 
Californian,  as  was  equally  his  treatment 
of  them.  But  an  unexpected  circumstance 
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here  intervened.  The  publication  of  the 
story  was  objected  to  by  both  printer  and 
publisher,  virtually  for  not  being  in  the 
conventional  line  of  subject,  treatment, 
and  morals!  The  introduction  of  the  aban- 
doned outcast  mother  of  the  foundling 
"Luck,"  and  the  language  used  by  the 
characters,  received  a  serious  warning 
and  protest.  The  writer  was  obliged  to 
use  his  right  as  editor  to  save  his  unfor- 
tunate contribution  from  oblivion.  When 
it  appeared  at  last,  he  saw  with  conster- 
nation that  the  printer  and  publisher 
had  really  voiced  the  local  opinion;  that 
the  press  of  California  was  still  strongly 
dominated  by  the  old  conservatism  and 
conventionalism  of  the  East,  and  that 
when  "The  Luck  of  Roaring  Camp"  was 
not  denounced  as  "improper"  and  "cor- 
rupting," it  was  coldly  received  as  being 
"singular"  and  "strange."  A  still  more 
extraordinary  instance  of  the  "provincial 
note"  was  struck  in  the  criticism  of  a 
religious  paper  that  the  story  was  strongly 
"unfavorable  to  immigration"  and  decid- 
edly unprovocative  of  the  "investment  of 
foreign  capital."  However,  its  instanta- 
neousness  and  cordial  acceptance  as  a 
new  departure  by  the  critics  of  the  East- 
ern states  and  Europe,  enabled  the  writer 
to  follow  it  with  other  stories  of  a  like 
character.  More  than  that,  he  was  grati- 
fied to  find  a  disposition  on  the  part  of  his 
contributors  to  shake  off  their  conserva- 
tive trammels,  and  in  an  admirable  and 
original  sketch  of  a  wandering  circus 
attendant  called  "Centerpole  Bill,"  he 
was  delighted  to  recognize  and  welcome 
a  convert.  The  term  "imitators,"  often 
used  by  the  critics  who,  as  previously 
stated,  had  claimed  for  the  present  writer 
the  invention  of  this  kind  of  literature, 
could  not  fairly  apply  to  those  who  had 
cut  loose  from  conventional  methods,  and 
sought  to  honestly  describe  the  life 
around  them,  and  he  can  only  claim  to 
have  shown  then  that  it  could  be  done. 
How  well  it  has  since  been  done,  what 
charm  of  individual  flavor  and  style  has 
been  brought  to  it  by   such  writers  as 


[Joel  Chandler]  Harris,  [George  Wash- 
ington] Cable,  [Thomas  Nelson]  Page, 
Mark  Twain  in  Huckleberry  Finn,  the 
author  of  the  Prophet  of  the  Great  Smoky 
Mountains,  and  Miss  [Mary  E.]  Wilkins, 
the  average  reader  need  not  be  told.  It 
would  seem  evident,  therefore,  that  the 
secret  of  the  American  short  story  was 
the  treatment  of  characteristic  American 
life,  with  absolute  knowledge  of  its  pe- 
culiarities and  sympathy  with  its  meth- 
ods; with  no  fastidious  ignoring  of  its 
habitual  expression,  or  the  inchoate  po- 
etry that  may  be  found  even  hidden  in 
its  slang;  with  no  moral  determination 
except  that  which  may  be  the  legitimate 
outcome  of  the  story  itself;  with  no  more 
elimination  than  may  be  necessary  for 
the  artistic  conception,  and  never  from 
the  fear  of  the  "fetish"  of  conventional- 
ism. Of  such  is  the  American  short  story 
of  today — the  germ  of  American  litera- 
ture to  come. 


Hamlin  Garland 
*  1860-1940 


After  Bret  Harte  discovered  the  West  for 
fiction,  other  writers  found  in  other  areas 
of  the  expanding  United  States  equiv- 
alent sources  for  stories  of  sentiment  or 
romantic  appeal.  The  resulting  local  color 
movement  which  swept  through  the 
1870s  and  1880s  ran  at  mid  career  head 
on  into  an  almost  concurrent  movement 
toward  realism,  and  the  juncture  be- 
tween them  produced  such  realistic  re- 
gional fiction  as  Edward  Egglestons  the 
hoosier  schoolmaster  and  Ed  Howe's 
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continually  vocal  was  Hamlin  Garland 
who,  from  main-travelled  roads  in 
1891    to   his   Pulitzer   Prize   winning  a 

DAUGHTER  OF  THE  MIDDLE  BORDER  in 


Local  Color  in  Art 


245 


1921,  consistently  attempted  to  combine 
objective  realism  with  ethical  idealism. 
Believing  with  Howells  that  fiction 
should  tell  the  truth,  in  1894  he  set 
forth  in  a  collection  of  essays  called 
crumbling  idols,  from  which  the  fol- 
lowing remarks  are  taken,  a  theory  which 
he  called  "veritism,"  which  would  link 
realism  for  democratic  purpose  with  in- 
dividualism of  a  Whitman  kind.  Tell  the 
harsh  truth  about  life,  he  said,  in  order 
that  men  through  individual  effort  may 
be  moved  to  improve  it. 


Local  Color  in  Art 

Local  color  in  fiction  is  demonstrably  the 
life  of  fiction.  It  is  the  native  element, 
the  differentiating  element.  It  corresponds 
to  the  endless  and  vital  charm  of  individ- 
ual peculiarity.  It  is  the  differences 
which  interest  us;  the  similarities  do  not 
please,  do  not  forever  stimulate  and  feed 
as  do  the  differences.  Literature  would 
die  of  dry  rot  if  it  chonicled  the  simi- 
larities only,  or  even  largely. 

Historically,  the  local  color  of  a  poet 
or  dramatist  is  of  the  greatest  value.  The 
charm  of  Horace  is  the  side  light  he 
throws  on  the  manners  and  customs  of 
his  time.  The  vital  in  Homer  lies,  after 
all,  in  his  local  color,  not  in  his  abstrac- 
tions. Because  the  sagas  of  the  North 
delineate  more  exactly  how  men  and 
women  lived  and  wrought  in  those  days, 
therefore  they  have  always  appealed  to 
me  with  infinitely  greater  power  than 
Homer. 

Similarly  it  is  the  local  color  of  Chau- 
cer that  interests  us  to-day.  We  yawn 
over  his  tales  of  chivalry  which  were  in 
the  manner  of  his  contemporaries,  but 
the  Miller  and  the  Priest  interest  us. 
Wherever  the  man  of  the  past  in  litera- 
ture showed  us  what  he  really  lived  and 
loved,  he  moves  us.  We  understand  him, 
and  we  really  feel  an  interest  in  him. 

Historically,  local  color  has  gained  in 


beauty  and  suggestiveness  and  humanity 
from  Chaucer  down  to  the  present  day. 
Each  age  has  embodied  more  and  more 
of  its  actual  life  and  social  conformation 
until  the  differentiating  qualities  of 
modern  art  make  the  best  paintings  of 
Norway  as  distinct  in  local  color  as  its 
fiction  is  vital  and  indigenous. 

Every  great  moving  literature  to-day 
is  full  of  local  color.  It  is  this  element 
which  puts  the  Norwegian  and  Russian 
almost  at  the  very  summit  of  modern 
novel  writing,  and  it  is  the  comparative 
lack  of  this  distinctive  flavor  which 
makes  the  English  and  French  take  a 
lower  place  in  truth  and  sincerity. 

Everywhere  all  over  the  modern  Euro- 
pean world,  men  are  writing  novels  and 
dramas  as  naturally  as  the  grass  or  corn 
or  flax  grows.  The  Provengal,  the  Hun, 
the  Catalonian,  the  Norwegian,  is  getting 
a  hearing.  This  literature  is  not  the  litera- 
ture of  scholars;  it  is  the  literature  of 
lovers  and  doers;  of  men  who  love  the 
modern  and  who  have  not  been  educated 
to  despise  common  things. 

These  men  are  speaking  a  new  word. 
They  are  not  hunting  themes,  they  are 
struggling  to  express. 

Conventional  criticism  does  not  ham- 
per or  confine  them.  They  are  rooted  in 
the  soil.  They  stand  among  the  corn- 
fields and  they  dig  in  the  peat-bogs. 
They  concern  themselves  with  modern 
and  very  present  words  and  themes,  and 
they  have  brought  a  new  word  which 
is  to  divide  in  half  the  domain  of  beauty. 

They  have  made  art  the  re-creation  of 
the  beautiful  and  the  significant.  Mere 
beauty  no  longer  suffices.  Beauty  is  the 
world-old  aristocrat  who  has  taken  for 
mate  this  mighty  young  plebeian  Sig- 
nificance. Their  child  is  to  be  the  most 
human  and  humane  literature  ever  seen. 

It  has  taken  the  United  States  longer 
to  achieve  independence  of  English  critics 
than  it  took  to  free  itself  from  old-world 
political  and  economic  rule.  Its  political 
freedom  was  won,  not  by  its  gentlemen 
and  scholars,  but  by  its  yeomanry;  and 
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in  the  same  way  our  national  literature 
will  come  in  its  fulness  when  the  com- 
mon American  rises  spontaneously  to  the 
expression  of  his  concept  of  life. 

The  fatal  blight  upon  most  American 
art  has  been,  and  is  to-day,  its  imitative 
quality,  which  has  kept  it  characterless 
and  factitious, — as  forced  rose-culture 
rather  than  the  free  flowering  of  native 
plants. 

Our  writers  despised  or  feared  the 
home  market.  They  rested  their  immor- 
tality upon  the  "universal  theme,"  which 
was  a  theme  of  no  interest  to  the  public 
and  of  small  interest  to  themselves. 

During  the  first  century  and  a  half,  our 
literature  had  very  little  national  color. 
It  was  quite  like  the  utterance  of  corre- 
sponding classes  in  England.  But  at 
length  Bryant  and  Cooper  felt  the  influ- 
ence of  our  mighty  forests  and  prairies. 
Whittier  uttered  something  of  New  Eng- 
land boy-life,  and  Thoreau  prodded 
about  among  newly  discovered  wonders, 
and  the  American  literature  got  its  first 
start. 

Under  the  influence  of  Cooper  came 
the  stories  of  wild  life  from  Texas,  from 
Ohio,  and  from  Illinois.  The  wild,  rough 
settlements  could  not  produce  smooth 
and  cultured  poems  or  stories;  they  only 
furnished  forth  rough-and-ready  anec- 
dotes, but  in  these  stories  there  were 
hints  of  something  fine  and  strong  and 
native. 

As  the  settlements  increased  in  size,  as 
the  pressure  of  the  forest  and  the  wild 
beast  grew  less,  expression  rose  to  a 
higher  plane;  men  softened  in  speech 
and  manner.  All  preparations  were  being 
made  for  a  local  literature  raised  to  the 
level  of  art. 

The  Pacific  slope  was  first  in  the  line. 
By  the  exceptional  interest  which  the 
world  took  in  the  life  of  the  gold  fields, 
and  by  the  forward  urge  which  seems 
always  to  surprise  the  pessimist  and  the 
scholiast,  two  young  men  [Bret  Harte 
and  Joaquin  Miller]  were  plunged  into 


that  wild  life,  led  across  the  plains  set  in 
the  shadow  of  Mount  Shasta,  and  local 
literature  received  its  first  great  marked, 
decided  impetus. 

To-day  we  have  in  America,  at  last,  a 
group  of  writers  who  have  no  suspicion 
of  imitation  laid  upon  them.  Whatever 
faults  they  may  be  supposed  to  have, 
they  are  at  any  rate,  themselves.  Amer- 
ican critics  can  depend  upon  a  character- 
istic American  literature  of  fiction  and 
the  drama  from  these  people. 

The  corn  has  flowered,  and  the  cotton- 
boll  has  broken  into  speech. 

Local  color — what  is  it?  It  means  that 
the  writer  spontaneously  reflects  the  life 
which  goes  on  around  him.  It  is  natural 
and  unstrained  art. 

It  is,  in  a  sense,  unnatural  and  artificial 
to  find  an  American  writing  novels  of 
Russia  or  Spain  or  the  Holy  Land.  He 
cannot  hope  to  do  it  so  well  as  the  na- 
tive. The  best  he  can  look  for  is  that 
poor  word  of  praise,  "He  does  it  very 
well,  considering  he  is  an  alien." 

If  a  young  writer  complain  that  there 
are  no  themes  at  home,  that  he  is  forced 
to  go  abroad  for  prospective  and  ro- 
mance, I  answer  there  is  something 
wrong  in  his  education  or  his  percep- 
tive faculty.  Often  he  is  more  anxious  to 
win  a  money  success  than  to  be  patiently 
one  of  art's  unhurried  devotees. 

I  can  sympathize  with  him,  however, 
for  criticism  has  not  helped  him  to  be 
true.  Criticism  of  the  formal  kind  and 
spontaneous  expression  are  always  at 
war,  like  the  old  man  and  the  youth. 
They  may  politely  conceal  it,  but  they 
are  mutually  destructive. 

Old  men  naturally  love  the  past;  the 
books  they  read  are  the  masterpieces;  the 
great  men  are  all  dying  off,  they  say;  the 
young  man  should  treat  lofty  and  uni- 
versal themes,  as  they  used  to  do.  These 
localisms  are  petty.  These  truths  are  dis- 
turbing. Youth  annoys  them.  Sponta- 
neousness  is  formlessness,  and  the  criti- 
cisms that  does  not  call  for  the  abstract 


and  the  ideal  and  the  beautiful  is  leading 
to  destruction,  these  critics  say. 

And  yet  there  is  a  criticism  which 
helps,  which  tends  to  keep  a  writer  at  his 
best;  but  such  criticism  recognizes  the 
dynamic  force  of  a  literature,  and  tries 
to  spy  out  tendencies.  This  criticism  to- 
day sees  that  local  color  means  national 
character,  and  is  aiding  the  young  writer 
to  treat  his  themes  in  the  best  art. 

I  assert  it  is  the  most  natural  thing  in 
the  world  for  a  man  to  love  his  native 
land  and  his  native,  intimate  surround- 
ings. Born  into  a  web  of  circumstances, 
enmeshed  in  common  life,  the  youthful 
artist  begins  to  think.  All  the  associations 
of  that  childhood  and  the  love-life  of 
youth  combine  to  make  that  web  of  com- 
mon affairs,  threads  of  silver  and  beads 
of  gold;  the  near-at-hand  things  are  the 
dearest  and  sweetest  after  all. 

As  the  reader  will  see,  I  am  using  local 
color  to  mean  something  more  than  a 
forced  study  of  the  picturesque  scenery 
of  a  State. 

Local  color  in  a  novel  means  that  it 
has  such  quality  of  texture  and  back- 
ground that  it  could  not  have  been  writ- 
ten in  any  other  place  or  by  any  one  else 
than  a  native. 

It  means  a  statement  of  life  as  indige- 
nous as  the  plant-growth.  It  means  that 
the  picturesque  shall  not  be  seen  by  the 
author, — that  every  tree  and  bird  and 
mountain  shall  be  dear  and  companion- 
able and  necessary,  not  picturesque;  the 
tourist  cannot  write  the  local  novel. 

From  this  it  follows  that  local  color 
must  not  be  put  in  for  the  sake  of  local 
color.  It  must  go  in,  it  will  go  in,  because 
the  writer  naturally  carries  it  with  him 
half  unconsciously,  or  conscious  only  of 
its  significance,  its  interest  to  him. 

He  must  not  stop  to  think  whether  it 
will  interest  the  reader  or  not.  He  must 
be  loyal  to  himself,  and  put  it  in  because 
he  loves  it.  If  he  is  an  artist,  he  will  make 
his  reader  feel  it  through  his  own  emo- 
tion. 
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What  we  should  stand  for  is  not  uni- 
versality of  theme,  but  beauty  and 
strength  of  treatment,  leaving  the  writer 
to  choose  his  theme  because  he  loves  it. 

Here  is  the  work  of  the  critic.  Recog- 
nizing that  the  theme  is  beyond  his  con- 
trol, let  him  aid  the  young  writer  to  de- 
lineate simply  and  with  unwavering 
strokes.  Even  here  the  critic  can  do  little, 
if  he  is  possessed  of  the  idea  that  the 
young  writer  of  to-day  should  model 
upon  Addison  or  Macaulay  or  Swift. 

There  are  new  criterions  to-day  in 
writing  as  in  painting,  and  individual 
expression  is  the  aim.  The  critic  can  do 
much  to  aid  the  young  writer  to  not  copy 
an  old  master  or  any  other  master. 
Good  criticism  can  aid  him  to  be  vivid 
and  simple  and  unhackneyed  in  his  tech- 
nique, the  subject  is  his  own  affair. 

I  agree  with  him  who  says,  local  art 
must  be  raised  to  the  highest  levels  in 
its  expression;  but  in  aiding  this  perfec- 
tion of  technique  we  must  be  careful  not 
to  cut  into  the  artist's  spontaneity.  To 
apply  dogmas  of  criticism  to  our  life  and 
literature  would  be  benumbing  to  artist 
and  fatal  to  his  art. 


Frank  Norris 
*  1870-1902 


Novelist  Benjamin  Franklin  Norris  is 
remembered  in  most  literary  histories 
as  our  first  successful  realist  in  fiction. 
His  mcteague  in  1899  and  the  octo- 
pus in  1901  seem  influenced  by  the  kind 
of  objective  observation  and  the  attitude 
toward  philosophic  determinism  which 
appeared  in  the  writing  of  such  novelists 
as  Emil  Zola  in  France.  Indeed,  there  is 
argument  still  about  whether  Norris  was 
a  realist  or  a  naturalist — and  there  is  ar- 
gument also  about  whether  those  two 
terms  really  represent  exclusively  differ- 
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ent  literary  views.  But  Norris,  revolting 
from  the  realism  of  Howells,  preferred  to 
call  his  writings  romantic  because  they 
did  not  treat  of  ordinary  people  but  of 
unusual  people  controlled  by  forces 
greater  than  they.  Like  Garland  and  most 
other  writers  in  the  United  States,  he 
believed  that  fiction  had  purpose  beyond 
story,  and  he  spoke  of  this  and  other 
things  in  the  responsibilities  of  the 
novelist,  posthumously  published  in 
1903,  from  which  the  following  is  ex- 
tracted. 

The  Novel  with  a  Purpose 

After  years  of  indoctrination  and  expos- 
tulation on  the  part  of  the  artists,  the 
people  who  read  appear  at  last  to  have 
grasped  this  one  precept — "the  novel 
must  not  preach,"  but  "the  purpose  of  the 
story  must  be  subordinate  to  the  story 
itself."  It  took  a  very  long  time  for  them 
to  understand  this,  but  once  it  became 
apparent  they  fastened  upon  it  with  a 
tenacity  comparable  only  to  the  tenacity 
of  the  American  schoolboy  to  the  date 
"1492."  "The  novel  must  not  preach," 
you  hear  them  say. 

As  though  it  were  possible  to  write  a 
novel  without  a  purpose,  even  if  it  is 
only  the  purpose  to  amuse.  One  is  will- 
ing to  admit  that  this  savors  a  little  of 
quibbling,  for  "purpose"  and  purpose  to 
amuse  are  two  different  purposes.  But 
every  novel,  even  the  most  frivolous, 
must  have  some  reason  for  the  writing 
of  it,  and  in  that  sense  must  have  a 
"purpose." 

Every  novel  must  do  one  of  three 
things — it  must  (1)  tell  something,  (2) 
show  something,  or  (3)  prove  some- 
thing. Some  novels  do  all  three  of  these; 
some  do  only  two;  all  must  do  at  least 
one.  The  ordinary  novel  merely  tells 
something,  elaborates  a  complication,  de- 
votes itself  primarily  to  things.  In  this 
class  comes  the  novel  of  adventure,  such 


as  The  Three  Musketeers.  The  second 
and  better  class  of  novel  shows  some- 
thing, exposes  the  workings  of  a  tempera- 
ment, devotes  itself  primarily  to  the 
minds  of  human  beings.  In  this  class  falls 
the  novel  of  character,  such  as  Romola. 
The  third,  and  what  we  hold  to  be  the 
best  class,  proves  something,  draws  con- 
clusions from  a  whole  congeries  of  forces, 
social  tendencies,  race  impulses,  devotes 
itself  not  to  the  study  of  men  but  of  man. 
In  this  class  falls  the  novel  with  a  pur- 
pose, such  as  Les  Miserables. 

And  the  reason  we  decide  upon  this 
last  as  the  highest  form  of  the  novel  is 
because  that,  though  setting  a  great  pur- 
pose before  it  as  its  task,  it  nevertheless 
includes,  and  is  forced  to  include,  both 
the  other  classes.  It  must  tell  something, 
must  narrate  vigorous  incidents  and  show 
something,  must  penetrate  deep  into  the 
motives  and  character  of  type-men,  men 
who  are  composite  pictures  of  a  multi- 
tude of  men.  It  must  do  this  because  of 
the  nature  of  its  subject,  for  it  deals  with 
elemental  forces,  motives  that  stir  whole 
nations.  These  cannot  be  handled  as  ab- 
stractions in  fiction.  Fiction  can  find  ex- 
pression only  in  the  concrete.  The  ele- 
mental forces,  then,  contribute  to  the 
novel  with  a  purpose  to  provide  it  with 
vigorous  action.  In  the  novel,  force  can 
be  expressed  in  no  other  way.  The  social 
tendencies  must  be  expressed  by  means 
of  analysis  of  the  characters  of  the  men 
and  women  who  compose  that  society, 
and  the  two  must  be  combined  and  ma- 
nipulated to  evolve  the  purpose — to  find 
the  value  of  x. 

The  production  of  such  a  novel  is 
probably  the  most  arduous  task  that  the 
writer  of  fiction  can  undertake.  Nowhere 
else  is  success  more  difficult;  nowhere 
else  is  failure  so  easy.  Unskilfully  treated, 
the  story  may  dwindle  down  and  degen- 
erate into  mere  special  pleading,  and  the 
novelist  become  a  polemicist,  a  pam- 
phleteer, forgetting  that,  although  his 
first  consideration  is  to  prove  his  case,  his 


means  must  be  living  human  beings,  not 
statistics,  and  that  his  tools  are  not  fig- 
ures, but  pictures  from  life  as  he  sees  it. 
The  novel  with  a  purpose  is,  one  con- 
tends, a  preaching  novel.  But  it  preaches 
by  telling  things  and  showing  things. 
Only,  the  author  selects  from  the  great 
storehouse  of  actual  life  the  things  to 
be  told  and  the  things  to  be  shown,  which 
shall  bear  upon  his  problem,  his  purpose. 
The  preaching,  the  moralizing,  is  the 
result  not  of  direct  appeal  by  the  writer, 
but  is  made — should  be  made — to  the 
reader  by  the  very  incidents  of  the  story. 

But  here  is  presented  a  strange  anom- 
aly, a  distinction  as  subtle  as  it  is  vital. 
Just  now  one  has  said  that  in  the  com- 
position of  the  kind  of  novel  under  con- 
sideration the  purpose  is  for  the  novelist 
the  all-important  thing,  and  yet  it  is  im- 
possible to  deny  that  the  story,  as  a  mere 
story,  is  to  the  story-writer  the  one  great 
object  of  attention.  How  reconcile  then 
these  two  apparent  contradictions? 

For  the  novelist,  the  purpose  of  his 
novel,  the  problem  he  is  to  solve,  is  to 
his  story  what  the  keynote  is  to  the 
sonata.  Though  the  musician  cannot  ex- 
aggerate the  importance  of  the  keynote, 
yet  the  thing  that  interests  him  is  the 
sonata  itself.  The  keynote  simply  co- 
ordinates the  music,  systematizes  it, 
brings  all  the  myriad  little  rebellious 
notes  under  a  single  harmonious  code. 
Thus,  too,  the  purpose  in  the  novel.  It  is 
important  as  an  end  and  also  as  an  ever- 
present  guide.  For  the  writer  it  is  as  im- 
portant only  as  a  note  to  which  his  work 
must  be  attuned.  The  moment,  however, 
that  the  writer  becomes  really  and  vitally 
interested  in  his  purpose  his  novel  fails. 

Here  is  the  strange  anomaly.  Let  us 
suppose  that  Hardy,  say,  should  be  en- 
gaged upon  a  story  which  had  for  pur- 
pose to  show  the  injustices  under  which 
the  miners  of  Wales  were  suffering.  It  is 
conceivable  that  he  could  write  a  story 
that  would  make  the  blood  boil  with  in- 
dignation.  But  he   himself,   if  he  is   to 
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remain  an  artist,  if  he  is  to  write  his  novel 
successfully,  will,  as  a  novelist,  care  very 
little  about  the  iniquitous  labour  system 
of  the  Welsh  coal-mines.  It  will  be  to 
him  as  impersonal  a  thing  as  the  key  is 
to  the  composer  of  a  sonata.  As  a  man 
Hardy  may  or  may  not  be  vitally  con- 
cerned in  the  Welsh  coal-miner.  That  is 
quite  unessential.  But  as  a  novelist,  as  an 
artist,  his  sufferings  must  be  for  him  a 
matter  of  the  mildest  interest.  They  are 
important,  for  they  constitute  his  key- 
note. They  are  not  interesting  for  the 
reason  that  the  working  out  of  his  story, 
its  people,  episodes,  scenes  and  pictures, 
is  for  the  moment  the  most  interesting 
thing  in  all  the  world  to  him,  exclusive 
of  everything  else.  Do  you  think  that  Mrs. 
Stowe  was  more  interested  in  the  slave 
question  than  she  was  in  the  writing  of 
Uncle  Tom's  Cabin?  Her  book,  her  manu- 
script, the  page-to-page  progress  of  the 
narrative,  were  more  absorbing  to  her 
than  all  the  Negroes  that  were  ever 
whipped  or  sold.  Had  it  not  been  so, 
that  great  purpose  novel  never  would 
have  succeeded. 

Consider  the  reverse — Fecondie,  for 
instance.  The  purpose  for  which  Zola 
wrote  the  book  ran  away  with  him.  He 
really  did  care  more  for  the  depopula- 
tion of  France  than  he  did  for  his  novel. 
Result — sermons  on  the  fruitfulness  of 
women,  special  pleading,  a  farrago  of 
dry,  dull  incidents,  overburdened  and 
collapsing  under  the  weight  of  a  theme 
that  should  have  intruded  only  indirectly. 

This  is  preeminently  a  selfish  view  of 
the  question,  but  it  is  assuredly  the  only 
correct  one.  It  must  be  remembered  that 
the  artist  has  a  double  personality,  him- 
self as  a  man  and  himself  as  an  artist. 
But,  it  will  be  urged,  how  account  for 
the  artist's  sympathy  in  his  fictitious 
characters,  his  emotion,  the  actual  tears 
he  sheds  in  telling  of  their  griefs,  their 
deaths,  and  the  like? 

The  answer  is  obvious.  As  an  artist  his 
sensitiveness  is  quickened  because  they 
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are  characters  in  his  novel.  It  does  not  at 
all  follow  that  the  same  artist  would  be 
moved  to  tears  over  the  report  of  parallel 
catastrophes  in  real  life.  As  an  artist, 
there  is  every  reason  to  suppose  he  would 
welcome  the  news  with  downright  pleas- 
ure. It  would  be  for  him  "good  material." 
He  would  see  a  story  in  it,  a  good  scene, 
a  great  character.  Thus  the  artist.  What 
he  would  do,  how  he  would  feel  as  a 
man  is  quite  a  different  matter. 

To  conclude,  let  us  consider  one  ob- 
jection urged  against  the  novel  with  a 
purpose  by  the  plain  people  who  read. 
For  certain  reasons,  difficult  to  explain, 
the  purpose  novel  always  ends  unhap- 
pily. It  is  usually  a  record  of  suffering,  a 
relation  of  tragedy.  And  the  plain  people 
say,  "Ah,  we  see  so  much  suffering  in  the 
world,  why  put  it  into  novels?  We  do 
not  want  it  in  novels." 

One  confesses  to  very  little  patience 
with  this  sort.  "We  see  so  much  suffering 
in  the  world  already!"  Do  they?  Is  this 
really  true?  The  people  who  buy  novels 
are  the  well-to-do  people.  They  belong 
to  a  class  whose  whole  scheme  of  life  is 
concerned  solely  with  an  aim  to  avoid 
the  unpleasant.  Suffering,  the  great  catas- 
trophes, the  social  throes,  that  annihilate 
whole  communities,  or  that  crush  even 
isolated  individuals — all  these  are  as  far 
removed  from  them  as  earthquakes  and 
tidal-waves.  Or,  even  if  it  were  so,  sup- 
pose that  by  some  miracle  these  blind 
eyes  were  opened  and  the  sufferings  of 
the  poor,  the  tragedies  of  the  house 
around  the  corner,  really  were  laid  bare. 
If  there  is  much  pain  in  life,  all  the  more 
reason  that  it  should  appear  in  a  class  of 
literature  which,  in  its  highest  form,  is 
a  sincere  transcription  of  life. 

It  is  the  complaint  of  the  coward,  this 
cry  against  the  novel  with  a  purpose,  be- 
cause it  brings  the  tragedies  and  griefs 
of  others  to  notice.  Take  this  element 
from  fiction,  take  from  it  the  power  and 
opportunity  to  prove  that  injustice,  crime 
and  inequality  do  exist,  and  what  is  left? 


Just  the  amusing  novels,  the  novels  that 
entertain.  The  juggler  in  spangles,  with 
his  balancing-pole  and  gilt  ball,  does  this. 
You  may  consider  the  modern  novel  from 
this  point  of  view.  It  may  be  a  flippant 
paper-covered  thing  of  swords  and 
cloaks,  to  be  carried  on  a  railway  jour- 
ney and  to  be  thrown  out  the  window 
when  read,  together  with  sucked  oranges 
and  peanut  shells.  Or  it  may  be  a  great 
force,  that  works  together  with  the  pulpit 
and  the  universities  for  the  good  of  the 
people,  fearlessly  proving  that  power  is 
abused,  that  the  strong  grind  the  faces 
of  the  weak,  that  an  evil  tree  is  still  grow- 
ing in  the  midst  of  the  garden,  that  un- 
doing follows  hard  upon  unrighteousness, 
that  the  course  of  Empire  is  not  yet 
finished,  and  that  the  races  of  men  have 
yet  to  work  out  their  destiny  in  those 
great  and  terrible  movements  that  crush 
and  grind  and  rend  asunder  the  pillars 
of  the  houses  of  the  nations. 

Fiction  may  keep  pace  with  the  Great 
March,  but  it  will  not  be  by  dint  of 
amusing  the  people.  The  muse  is  a 
teacher,  not  a  trickster.  Her  rightful  place 
is  with  the  leaders,  but  in  the  last  analy- 
sis that  place  is  to  be  attained  and  main- 
tained not  by  cap-and-bells,  but  because 
of  a  serious  and  sincere  interest,  such 
as  inspires  the  great  teachers,  the  great 
divines,  the  great  philosophers,  a  well- 
defined,  well-seen,  courageously  sought- 
for  purpose. 


Henry  James 

*  1843-1916 


When  the  Victorian  novelist  and  historian 
Walter  Besant  spoke  in  April,  1884,  be- 
fore the  Royal  Institute  in  London  on  the 
necessity  of  regarding  fiction  as  one  of 
the  fine  arts,  he  seemed  to  Henry  James 
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to  hem  fiction  in  with  too  many  restric- 
tions. Replying  to  Besant  in  September 
in  Longman's  magazine,  James  spoke  his 
mind  at  length  on  what  fiction  might  be. 
Its  first  obligation,  he  said,  was  to  be 
interesting.  Beyond  that  it  was  personal, 
"a  direct  impression  of  life."  But  James's 
idea  of  the  novel  cannot  be  simply  con- 
densed to  a  sentence  or  two.  His  con- 
ception of  "The  Art  of  Fiction,"  as  re- 
worked for  inclusion  among  his  partial 
portraits  in  1888,  and  reprinted  here, 
is  as  highly  refined  as  are  such  novels  as 

THE  PORTRAIT  OF  A  LADY  and  THE  AM- 
BASSADORS in  which  he  put  large  parts  of 
it  to  practice.  James,  as  even  those  who 
admire  him  most  will  tell  you,  is  not 
always  easy  to  read,  but  it  is  difficult  to 
know  how  he  could  have  said  what  he 
has  to  say  in  any  other  manner. 


The  Art  of  Fiction 

I  should  not  have  fixed  so  comprehen- 
sive a  title  to  these  few  remarks,  neces- 
sarily wanting  in  any  completeness  upon 
a  subject  the  full  consideration  of  which 
would  carry  us  far,  did  I  not  seem  to  dis- 
cover a  pretext  for  my  temerity  in  the 
interesting  pamphlet  lately  published 
under  this  name  by  Mr.  Walter  Besant. 
Mr.  Besant's  lecture  at  the  Royal  Institu- 
tion— the  original  form  of  his  pamphlet 
— appears  to  indicate  that  many  persons 
are  interested  in  the  art  of  fiction,  and 
are  not  indifferent  to  such  remarks  as 
those  who  practise  it  may  attempt  to 
make  about  it.  I  am  therefore  anxious  not 
to  lose  the  benefit  of  this  favourable  asso- 
ciation, and  to  edge  in  a  few  words  under 
cover  of  the  attention  which  Mr.  Besant 
is  sure  to  have  excited.  There  is  some- 
thing very  encouraging  in  his  having  put 
into  form  certain  of  his  ideas  on  the 
mystery  of  story-telling. 

It  is  a  proof  of  life  and  curiosity — 
curiosity  on  the  part  of  the  brotherhood 


of  novelists  as  well  as  on  the  part  of  their 
readers.  Only  a  short  time  ago  it  might 
have  been  supposed  that  the  English 
novel  was  not  what  the  French  call 
discutable.  It  had  no  air  of  having  a 
theory,  a  conviction,  a  consciousness  of 
itself  behind  it — of  being  the  expression 
of  an  artistic  faith,  the  result  of  choice 
and  comparison.  I  do  not  say  it  was 
necessarily  the  worse  for  that:  it  would 
take  much  more  courage  than  I  possess 
to  intimate  that  the  form  of  the  novel  as 
Dickens  and  Thackeray  (for  instance) 
saw  it  had  any  taint  of  incompleteness. 
It  was,  however,  naif  (if  I  may  help  my- 
self out  with  another  French  word);  and 
evidently  if  it  be  destined  to  suffer  in 
any  way  for  having  lost  its  naivete  it  has 
now  an  idea  of  making  sure  of  the  corre- 
sponding advantages.  During  the  period 
I  have  alluded  to  there  was  a  comfort- 
able, good-humoured  feeling  abroad  that 
a  novel  is  a  novel,  as  a  pudding  is  a  pud- 
ding, and  that  our  only  business  with  it 
could  be  to  swallow  it.  But  within  a  year 
or  two,  for  some  reason  or  other,  there 
have  been  signs  of  returning  animation 
— the  era  of  discussion  would  appear  to 
have  been  to  a  certain  extent  opened. 
Art  lives  upon  discussion,  upon  experi- 
ment, upon  curiosity,  upon  variety  of  at- 
tempt, upon  the  exchange  of  views  and 
the  comparison  of  standpoints;  and  there 
is  a  presumption  that  those  times  when 
no  one  has  anything  particular  to  say 
about  it,  and  has  no  reason  to  give  for 
practice  or  preference,  though  they  may 
be  times  of  honour,  are  not  times  of  de- 
velopment— are  times,  possibly,  even  a 
little  of  dulness.  The  successful  applica- 
tion of  any  art  is  a  delightful  spectacle, 
but  the  theory  too  is  interesting;  and 
though  there  is  a  great  deal  of  the  latter 
without  the  former  I  suspect  there  has 
never  been  a  genuine  success  that  has 
not  had  a  latent  core  of  conviction.  Dis- 
cussion, suggestion,  formulation,  these 
things  are  fertilising  when  they  are  frank 
and  sincere.  Mr.  Besant  has  set  an  excel- 
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lent  example  in  saying  what  he  thinks, 
for  his  part,  about  the  way  in  which 
fiction  should  be  written,  as  well  as  about 
the  way  in  which  it  should  be  published; 
for  his  view  of  the  "art,"  carried  on  into 
an  appendix,  covers  that  too.  Other  la- 
bourers in  the  same  field  will  doubtless 
take  up  the  argument,  they  will  give  it 
the  light  of  their  experience,  and  the 
effect  will  surely  be  to  make  our  interest 
in  the  novel  a  little  more  what  it  had  for 
some  time  threatened  to  fail  to  be — a 
serious,  active,  inquiring  interest,  under 
protection  of  which  this  delightful  study 
may,  in  moments  of  confidence,  venture 
to  say  a  little  more  what  it  thinks  of  it- 
self. 

It  must  take  itself  seriously  for  the 
public  to  take  it  so.  The  old  superstition 
about  fiction  being  "wicked"  has  doubt- 
less died  out  in  England;  but  the  spirit 
of  it  lingers  in  a  certain  oblique  regard 
directed  toward  any  story  which  does  not 
more  or  less  admit  that  it  is  only  a  joke. 
Even  the  most  jocular  novel  feels  in  some 
degree  the  weight  of  the  proscription 
that  was  formerly  directed  against  liter- 
ary levity:  the  jocularity  does  not  always 
succeed  in  passing  for  orthodoxy.  It  is 
still  expected,  though  perhaps  people  are 
ashamed  to  say  it,  that  a  production 
which  is  after  all  only  a  "make-believe" 
(for  what  else  is  a  "story"?)  shall  be  in 
some  degree  apologetic — shall  renounce 
the  pretension  of  attempting  really  to 
represent  life.  This,  of  course,  any  sen- 
sible, wide-awake  story  declines  to  do, 
for  it  quickly  perceives  that  the  toler- 
ance granted  to  it  on  such  a  condition  is 
only  an  attempt  to  stifle  it  disguised  in 
the  form  of  generosity.  The  old  evangel- 
ical hostility  to  the  novel,  which  was  as 
explicit  as  it  was  narrow,  and  which  re- 
garded it  as  little  less  favourable  to  our 
immortal  part  than  a  stage-play,  was  in 
reality  far  less  insulting.  The  only  reason 
for  the  existence  of  a  novel  is  that  it  does 
attempt  to  represent  life.  When  it  re- 
linquishes this  attempt,  the  same  attempt 


that  we  see  on  the  canvas  of  the  painter, 
it  will  have  arrived  at  a  very  strange  pass. 
It  is  not  expected  of  the  picture  that  it 
will  make  itself  humble  in  order  to  be 
forgiven;  and  the  analogy  between  the 
art  of  the  painter  and  the  art  of  the  nov- 
elist is,  so  far  as  I  am  able  to  see,  com- 
plete. Their  inspiration  is  the  same,  their 
process  (allowing  for  the  different  qual- 
ity of  the  vehicle)  is  the  same,  their  suc- 
cess is  the  same.  They  may  learn  from 
each  other,  they  may  explain  and  sustain 
each  other.  Their  cause  is  the  same,  and 
the  honour  of  one  is  the  honour  of  an- 
other. The  Mahometans  think  a  picture 
an  unholy  thing,  but  it  is  a  long  time 
since  any  Christian  did,  and  it  is  there- 
fore the  more  odd  that  in  the  Christian 
mind  the  traces  (dissimulated  though 
they  may  be)  of  a  suspicion  of  the  sister 
art  should  linger  to  this  day.  The  only 
effectual  way  to  lay  it  to  rest  is  to  empha- 
sise the  analogy  to  which  I  just  alluded — 
to  insist  on  the  fact  that  as  the  picture 
is  reality,  so  the  novel  is  history.  That 
is  the  only  general  description  (which 
does  it  justice)  that  we  may  give  of  the 
novel.  But  history  also  is  allowed  to  rep- 
resent life;  it  is  not,  any  more  than 
painting,  expected  to  apologise.  The  sub- 
ject-matter of  fiction  is  stored  up  likewise 
in  documents  and  records,  and  if  it  will 
not  give  itself  away,  as  they  say  in  Cali- 
fornia, it  must  speak  with  assurance,  with 
the  tone  of  the  historian.  Certain  accom- 
plished novelists  have  a  habit  of  giving 
themselves  away  which  must  often  bring 
tears  to  the  eyes  of  people  who  take  their 
fiction  seriously.  I  was  lately  struck,  in 
reading  over  many  pages  of  Anthony 
Trollope,  with  his  want  of  discretion  in 
this  particular.  In  a  digression,  a  paren- 
thesis or  an  aside,  he  concedes  to  the 
reader  that  he  and  this  trusting  friend 
are  only  "making  believe."  He  admits 
that  the  events  he  narrates  have  not  really 
happened,  and  that  he  can  give  his  nar- 
rative any  turn  the  reader  may  like  best. 
Such  a  betrayal  of  a  sacred  office  seems 
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to  me,  I  confess,  a  terrible  crime;  it  is 
what  I  mean  by  the  attitude  of  apology, 
and  it  shocks  me  every  whit  as  much  in 
Trollope  as  it  would  have  shocked  me 
in  Gibbon  or  Macaulay.  It  implies  that 
the  novelist  is  less  occupied  in  looking 
for  the  truth  (the  truth,  of  course  I 
mean,  that  he  assumes,  the  premises  that 
we  must  grant  him,  whatever  they  may 
be)  than  the  historian,  and  in  doing  so  it 
deprives  him  at  a  stroke  of  all  his  stand- 
ing-room. To  represent  and  illustrate  the 
past,  the  actions  of  men,  is  the  task  of 
either  writer,  and  the  only  difference  that 
I  can  see  is,  in  proportion  as  he  succeeds, 
to  the  honour  of  the  novelist,  consisting 
as  it  does  in  his  having  more  difficulty  in 
collecting  his  evidence,  which  is  so  far 
from  being  purely  literary.  It  seems  to  me 
to  give  him  a  great  character,  the  fact 
that  he  has  at  once  so  much  in  common 
with  the  philosopher  and  the  painter; 
this  double  analogy  is  a  magnificent 
heritage. 

It  is  of  all  this  evidently  that  Mr. 
Besant  is  full  when  he  insists  upon  the 
fact  that  fiction  is  one  of  the  fine  arts, 
deserving  in  its  turn  of  all  the  honours 
and  emoluments  that  have  hitherto  been 
reserved  for  the  successful  profession  of 
music,  poetry,  painting,  architecture.  It 
is  impossible  to  insist  too  much  on  so  im- 
portant a  truth,  and  the  place  that  Mr. 
Besant  demands  for  the  work  of  the  nov- 
elist may  be  represented,  a  trifle  less  ab- 
stractly, by  saying  that  he  demands  not 
only  that  it  shall  be  reputed  artistic,  but 
that  it  shall  be  reputed  very  artistic  in- 
deed. It  is  excellent  that  he  should  have 
struck  this  note,  for  his  doing  so  indicates 
that  there  was  need  of  it,  that  his  propo- 
sition may  be  to  many  people  a  novelty. 
One  rubs  one's  eyes  at  the  thought;  but 
the  rest  of  Mr.  Besant's  essay  confirms  the 
revelation.  I  suspect  in  truth  that  it  would 
be  possible  to  confirm  it  still  further,  and 
that  one  would  not  be  far  wrong  in  say- 
ing that  in  addition  to  the  people  to 
whom  it  has  never  occurred  that  a  novel 


ought  to  be  artistic,  there  are  a  great 
many  others  who,  if  this  principle  were 
urged  upon  them,  would  be  filled  with  an 
indefinable  mistrust.  They  would  find  it 
difficult  to  explain  their  repugnance,  but 
it  would  operate  strongly  to  put  them  on 
their  guard.  "Art,"  in  our  Protestant  com- 
munities, where  so  many  things  have  got 
so  strangely  twisted  about,  is  supposed 
in  certain  circles  to  have  some  vague  in- 
jurious effect  upon  those  who  make  it 
an  important  consideration,  who  let  it 
weigh  in  the  balance.  It  is  assumed  to 
be  opposed  in  some  mysterious  manner 
to  morality,  to  amusement,  to  instruction. 
When  it  is  embodied  in  the  work  of  the 
painter  (the  sculptor  is  another  affair!) 
you  know  what  it  is:  it  stands  there  be- 
fore you,  in  the  honesty  of  pink  and 
green  and  a  gilt  frame;  you  can  see  the 
worst  of  it  at  a  glance,  and  you  can  be 
on  your  guard.  But  when  it  is  introduced 
into  literature  it  becomes  more  insidious 
— there  is  danger  of  its  hurting  you  be- 
fore you  know  it.  Literature  should  be 
either  instructive  or  amusing,  and  there 
is  in  many  minds  an  impression  that  these 
artistic  preoccupations,  the  search  for 
form,  contribute  to  neither  end,  interfere 
indeed  with  both.  They  are  too  frivolous 
to  be  edifying,  and  too  serious  to  be 
diverting;  and  they  are  moreover  prig- 
gish and  paradoxical  and  superfluous. 
That,  I  think,  represents  the  manner  in 
which  the  latent  thought  of  many  people 
who  read  novels  as  an  exercise  in  skip- 
ping would  explain  itself  if  it  were  to 
become  articulate.  They  would  argue,  of 
course,  that  a  novel  ought  to  be  "good," 
but  they  would  interpret  this  term  in  a 
fashion  of  their  own,  which  indeed  would 
vary  considerably  from  one  critic  to  an- 
other. One  would  say  that  being  good 
means  representing  virtuous  and  aspiring 
characters  placed  in  prominent  positions; 
another  would  say  that  it  depends  on  a 
"happy  ending,"  on  a  distribution  at  the 
last  of  prizes,  pensions,  husbands,  wives, 
babies,    millions,    appended   paragraphs, 
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and  cheerful  remarks.  Another  still  would 
say  that  it  means  being  full  of  incident 
and  movement,  so  that  we  shall  wish  to 
jump  ahead,  to  see  who  was  the  mys- 
terious stranger,  and  if  the  stolen  will 
was  ever  found,  and  shall  not  be  dis- 
tracted from  this  pleasure  by  a  tiresome 
analysis  or  "description."  But  they  would 
all  agree  that  the  "artistic"  idea  would 
spoil  some  of  their  fun.  One  would  hold 
it  accountable  for  all  the  description,  an- 
other would  see  it  revealed  in  the  absence 
of  sympathy.  Its  hostility  to  a  happy  end- 
ing would  be  evident,  and  it  might  even 
in  some  cases  render  any  ending  at  all 
impossible.  The  "ending"  of  a  novel  is, 
for  many  persons,  like  that  of  a  good 
dinner,  a  course  of  dessert  and  ices,  and 
the  artist  in  fiction  is  regarded  as  a  sort 
of  meddlesome  doctor  who  forbids  agree- 
able aftertastes.  It  is  therefore  true  that 
this  conception  of  Mr.  Besant's  of  the 
novel  as  a  superior  form  encounters  not 
only  a  negative  but  a  positive  indiffer- 
ence. It  matters  little  that  as  a  work  of 
art  it  should  really  be  as  little  or  as  much 
of  its  essence  to  supply  happy  endings, 
sympathetic  characters,  and  an  objective 
tone,  as  if  it  were  a  work  of  mechanics: 
the  association  of  ideas,  however  incon- 
gruous, might  easily  be  too  much  for  it 
if  an  eloquent  voice  were  not  sometimes 
raised  to  call  attention  to  the  fact  that  it 
is  at  once  as  free  and  as  serious  a  branch 
of  literature  as  any  other. 

Certainly  this  might  sometimes  be 
doubted  in  presence  of  the  enormous 
number  of  works  of  fiction  that  appeal  to 
the  credulity  of  our  generation,  for  it 
might  easily  seem  that  there  could  be  no 
great  character  in  a  commodity  so 
quickly  and  easily  produced.  It  must  be 
admitted  that  good  novels  are  much 
compromised  by  bad  ones,  and  that  the 
field  at  large  suffers  discredit  from  over- 
crowding. I  think,  however,  that  this  in- 
jury is  only  superficial,  and  that  the 
superabundance  of  written  fiction  proves 
nothing  against  the  principle  itself.  It  has 


been  vulgarised,  like  all  other  kinds  of 
literature,  like  everything  else  to-day,  and 
it  has  proved  more  than  some  kinds  ac- 
cessible to  vulgarisation.  But  there  is  as 
much  difference  as  there  ever  was  be- 
tween a  good  novel  and  a  bad  one:  the 
bad  is  swept  with  all  the  daubed  can- 
vases and  spoiled  marble  into  some  un- 
visited  limbo,  or  infinite  rubbish-yard 
beneath  the  back-windows  of  the  world, 
and  the  good  subsists  and  emits  its  light 
and  stimulates  our  desire  for  perfection. 
As  I  shall  take  the  liberty  of  making  but 
a  single  criticism  of  Mr.  Besant,  whose 
tone  is  so  full  of  love  of  his  art,  I  may  as 
well  have  done  with  it  at  once.  He  seems 
to  me  to  mistake  in  attempting  to  say  so 
definitely  beforehand  what  sort  of  an 
affair  the  good  novel  will  be.  To  indicate 
the  danger  of  such  an  error  as  that  has 
been  the  purpose  of  these  few  pages;  to 
suggest  that  certain  traditions  on  the  sub- 
ject, applied  a  priori,  have  already  had 
much  to  answer  for,  and  that  the  good 
health  of  an  art  which  undertakes  so 
immediately  to  reproduce  life  must  de- 
mand that  it  be  perfectly  free.  It  lives 
upon  exercise,  and  the  very  meaning  of 
exercise  is  freedom.  The  only  obligation 
to  which  in  advance  we  may  hold  a  novel, 
without  incurring  the  accusation  of  being 
arbitrary,  is  that  it  be  interesting.  That 
general  responsibility  rests  upon  it,  but 
it  is  the  only  one  I  can  think  of.  The 
ways  in  which  it  is  at  liberty  to  accom- 
plish this  result  (of  interesting  us)  strike 
me  as  innumerable,  and  such  as  can  only 
suffer  from  being  marked  out  or  fenced 
in  by  prescription.  They  are  as  various 
as  the  temperament  of  man,  and  they  are 
successful  in  proportion  as  they  reveal  a 
particular  mind,  different  from  others.  A 
novel  is  in  its  broadest  definition  a  per- 
sonal, a  direct  impression  of  life:  that,  to 
begin  with,  constitutes  its  value,  which 
is  greater  or  less  according  to  the  in- 
tensity of  the  impression.  But  there  will 
be  no  intensity  at  all,  and  therefore  no 
value,  unless  there  is  freedom  to  feel  and 


The  Art  of  Fiction 


255 


say.  The  tracing  of  a  line  to  be  followed, 
of  a  tone  to  be  taken,  of  a  form  to  be 
filled  out,  is  a  limitation  of  that  freedom 
and  a  suppression  of  the  very  thing  that 
we  are  most  curious  about.  The  form,  it 
seems  to  me,  is  to  be  appreciated  after 
the  fact;  then  the  author's  choice  has 
been  made,  his  standard  has  been  in- 
dicated; then  we  can  follow  lines  and 
directions  and  compare  tones  and  re- 
semblances. Then  in  a  word  we  can  en- 
joy one  of  the  most  charming  of  pleas- 
ures, we  can  estimate  quality,  we  can  ap- 
ply the  test  of  execution.  The  execution 
belongs  to  the  author  alone;  it  is  what  is 
most  personal  to  him,  and  we  measure 
him  by  that.  The  advantage,  the  luxury, 
as  well  as  the  torment  and  responsibility 
of  the  novelist,  is  that  there  is  no  limit 
to  what  he  may  attempt  as  an  executant 
— no  limit  to  his  possible  experiments, 
efforts,  discoveries,  successes.  Here  it  is 
especially  that  he  works,  step  by  step, 
like  his  brother  of  the  brush,  of  whom 
we  may  always  say  that  he  has  painted 
his  picture  in  a  manner  best  known  to 
himself.  His  manner  is  his  secret,  not 
necessarily  a  jealous  one.  He  cannot  dis- 
close it  as  a  general  thing  if  he  would; 
he  would  be  at  a  loss  to  teach  it  to  others. 
I  say  this  with  a  due  recollection  of  hav- 
ing insisted  on  the  community  of  method 
of  the  artist  who  paints  a  picture  and  the 
artist  who  writes  a  novel.  The  painter  is 
able  to  teach  the  rudiments  of  his  prac- 
tice, and  it  is  possible,  from  the  study  of 
good  work  (granted  the  aptitude),  both 
to  learn  how  to  paint  and  to  learn  how  to 
write.  Yet  it  remains  true,  without  injury 
to  the  rapprochement,  that  the  literary 
artist  would  be  obliged  to  say  to  his 
pupil  much  more  than  the  other,  "Ah, 
well,  you  must  do  it  as  you  can!"  It  is  a 
question  of  degree,  a  matter  of  delicacy. 
If  there  are  exact  sciences,  there  are  also 
exact  arts,  and  the  grammar  of  painting 
is  so  much  more  definite  that  it  makes 
the  difference. 

I  ought  to  add,  however,  that  if  Mr. 


Besant  says  at  the  beginning  of  his  essay 
that  the  "laws  of  fiction  may  be  laid 
down  and  taught  with  as  much  precision 
and  exactness  as  the  laws  of  harmony, 
perspective,  and  proportion"  he  mitigates 
what  might  appear  to  be  an  extravagance 
by  applying  his  remark  to  "general"  laws, 
and  by  expressing  most  of  these  rules  in 
a  manner  with  which  it  would  certainly 
be  unaccommodating  to  disagree.  That 
the  novelist  must  write  from  his  experi- 
ence, that  his  "characters  must  be  real 
and  such  as  might  be  met  with  in  actual 
life";  that  "a  young  lady  brought  up  in  a 
quiet  country  village  should  avoid  de- 
scriptions of  garrison  life,"  and  "a  writer 
whose  friends  and  personal  experiences 
belong  to  the  lower  middle-class  should 
carefully  avoid  introducing  his  characters 
into  society";  that  one  should  enter  one's 
notes  in  a  commonplace  book;  that  one's 
figures  should  be  clear  in  outline;  that 
making  them  clear  by  some  trick  of 
speech  or  of  carriage  is  a  bad  method, 
and  "describing  them  at  length"  is  a 
worse  one;  that  English  Fiction  should 
have  a  "conscious  moral  purpose";  that 
"it  is  almost  impossible  to  estimate  too 
highly  the  value  of  careful  workmanship 
— that  is,  of  style";  that  "the  most  im- 
portant point  of  all  is  the  story,"  that 
"the  story  is  everything":  these  are  prin- 
ciples with  most  of  which  it  is  surely  im- 
possible not  to  sympathise.  That  remark 
about  the  lower  middle-class  writer  and 
his  knowing  his  place  is  perhaps  rather 
chilling;  but  for  the  rest  I  should  find 
it  difficult  to  dissent  from  any  one  of 
these  recommendations.  At  the  same 
time,  I  should  find  it  difficult  positively 
to  assent  to  them,  with  the  exception, 
perhaps,  of  the  injunction  as  to  entering 
one's  notes  in  a  commonplace  book.  They 
scarcely  seem  to  me  to  have  the  quality 
that  Mr.  Besant  attributes  to  the  rules  of 
the  novelist — the  "precision  and  exact- 
ness" of  "the  laws  of  harmony,  perspec- 
tive, and  proportion."  They  are  sugges- 
tive, they  are  even  inspiring,  but  they  are 
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not  exact,  though  they  are  doubtless  as 
much  so  as  the  case  admits  of:  which  is 
a  proof  of  that  liberty  of  interpretation 
for  which  I  just  contended.  For  the  value 
of  these  different  injunctions — so  beauti- 
ful and  so  vague — is  wholly  in  the  mean- 
ing one  attaches  to  them.  The  characters, 
the  situation,  which  strike  one  as  real 
will  be  those  that  touch  and  interest  one 
most,  but  the  measure  of  reality  is  very 
difficult  to  fix.  The  reality  of  Don  Quixote 
or  of  Mr.  Micawber  is  a  very  delicate 
shade;  it  is  a  reality  so  coloured  by  the 
author's  vision  that,  vivid  as  it  may  be, 
one  would  hesitate  to  propose  it  as  a 
model:  one  would  expose  one's  self  to 
some  very  embarrassing  questions  on  the 
part  of  a  pupil.  It  goes  without  saying 
that  you  will  not  write  a  good  novel  un- 
less you  possess  the  sense  of  reality;  but 
it  will  be  difficult  to  give  you  a  recipe  for 
calling  that  sense  into  being.  Humanity 
is  immense,  and  reality  has  a  myriad 
forms,  the  most  one  can  affirm  is  that 
some  of  the  flowers  of  fiction  have  the 
odour  of  it,  and  others  have  not;  as  for 
telling  you  in  advance  how  your  nosegay 
should  be  composed,  that  is  another  af- 
fair. It  is  equally  excellent  and  incon- 
clusive to  say  that  one  must  write  from 
experience;  to  our  suppositious  aspirant 
such  a  declaration  might  savour  of 
mockery.  What  kind  of  experience  is  in- 
tended, and  where  does  it  begin  and  end? 
Experience  is  never  limited,  and  it  is 
never  complete;  it  is  an  immense  sensibil- 
ity, a  kind  of  huge  spider-web  of  the 
finest  silken  threads  suspended  in  the 
chamber  of  consciousness,  and  catching 
every  air-borne  particle  in  its  tissue.  It  is 
the  very  atmosphere  of  the  mind;  and 
when  the  mind  is  imaginative — much 
more  when  it  happens  to  be  that  of  a 
man  of  genius — it  takes  to  itself  the 
faintest  hints  of  life,  it  converts  the  very 
pulses  of  the  air  into  revelations.  The 
young  lady  living  in  a  village  has  only  to 
be  a  damsel  upon  whom  nothing  is  lost 
to  make  it  quite  unfair   (as  it  seems  to 


me)  to  declare  to  her  that  she  shall  have 
nothing  to  say  about  the  military.  Greater 
miracles  have  been  seen  than  that,  im- 
agination assisting,  she  should  speak  the 
truth  about  some  of  these  gentlemen.  I 
remember  an  English  novelist,  a  woman 
of  genius,  telling  me  that  she  was  much 
commended  for  the  impression  she  had 
managed  to  give  in  one  of  her  tales  of  the 
nature  and  way  of  life  of  the  French 
Protestant  youth.  She  had  been  asked 
where  she  learned  so  much  about  this 
recondite  being,  she  had  been  congratu- 
lated on  her  peculiar  opportunities.  These 
opportunities  consisted  in  her  having 
once,  in  Paris,  as  she  ascended  a  stair- 
case, passed  an  open  door  where,  in  the 
household  of  a  pasteur,  some  of  the 
young  Protestants  were  seated  at  table 
round  a  finished  meal.  The  glimpse  made 
a  picture;  it  lasted  only  a  moment,  but 
that  moment  was  experience.  She  had 
got  her  direct  personal  impression,  and 
she  turned  out  her  type.  She  knew  what 
youth  was,  and  what  Protestantism;  she 
also  had  the  advantage  of  having  seen 
what  it  was  to  be  French,  so  that  she 
converted  these  ideas  into  a  concrete  im- 
age and  produced  a  reality.  Above  all, 
however,  she  was  blessed  with  the  faculty 
which  when  you  give  it  an  inch  takes  an 
ell,  and  which  for  the  artist  is  a  much 
greater  source  of  strength  than  any  ac- 
cident of  residence  or  of  place  in  the 
social  scale.  The  power  to  guess  the  un- 
seen from  the  seen,  to  trace  the  implica- 
tion of  things,  to  judge  the  whole  piece 
by  the  pattern,  the  condition  of  feeling 
life  in  general  so  completely  that  you  are 
well  on  your  way  to  knowing  any  par- 
ticular corner  of  it — this  cluster  of  gifts 
may  almost  be  said  to  constitute  experi- 
ence, and  they  occur  in  country  and  in 
town,  and  in  the  most  differing  stages  of 
education.  If  experience  consists  of  im- 
pressions, it  may  be  said  that  impressions 
are  experience,  just  as  (have  we  not 
seen  it?)  they  are  the  very  air  we  breathe. 
Therefore,  if  I  should  certainly  say  to  a 
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novice,  "Write  from  experience  and  from 
experience  only,"  I  should  feel  that  this 
was  rather  a  tantalising  monition  if  I 
were  not  careful  immediately  to  add, 
"Try  to  be  one  of  the  people  on  whom 
nothing  is  lost!" 

I  am  far  from  intending  by  this  to 
minimise  the  importance  of  exactness — 
of  truth  of  detail.  One  can  speak  best 
from  one's  own  taste,  and  I  may  therefore 
venture  to  say  that  the  air  of  reality 
(solidity  of  specification)  seems  to  me 
to  be  the  supreme  virtue  of  a  novel — 
the  merit  on  which  all  its  other  merits 
(including  that  conscious  moral  purpose 
of  which  Mr.  Besant  speaks)  helplessly 
and  submissively  depend.  If  it  be  not 
there  they  are  all  as  nothing,  and  if 
these  be  there,  they  owe  their  effect  to 
the  success  with  which  the  author  has 
produced  the  illusion  of  life.  The  cultiva- 
tion of  this  success,  the  study  of  this  ex- 
quisite process,  form,  to  my  taste,  the 
beginning  and  the  end  of  the  art  of  the 
novelist.  They  are  his  inspiration,  his 
despair,  his  reward,  his  torment,  his  de- 
light. It  is  here  in  very  truth  that  he  com- 
petes with  life;  it  is  here  that  he  com- 
petes with  his  brother  the  painter  in  his 
attempt  to  render  the  look  of  things,  the 
look  that  conveys  their  meaning,  to  catch 
the  colour,  the  relief,  the  expression,  the 
surface,  the  substance  of  the  human 
spectacle.  It  is  in  regard  to  this  that  Mr. 
Besant  is  well  inspired  when  he  bids  him 
take  notes.  He  cannot  possibly  take  too 
many,  he  cannot  possibly  take  enough. 
All  life  solicits  him,  and  to  "render"  the 
simplest  surface,  to  produce  the  most 
momentary  illusion,  is  a  very  com- 
plicated business.  His  case  would  be 
easier,  and  the  rule  would  be  more  exact, 
if  Mr.  Besant  had  been  able  to  tell  him 
what  notes  to  take.  But  this,  I  fear,  he 
can  never  learn  in  any  manual;  it  is  the 
business  of  his  life.  He  has  to  take  a  great 
many  in  order  to  select  a  few,  he  has  to 
work  them  up  as  he  can,  and  even  the 
guides  and  philosophers  who  might  have 


most  to  say  to  him  must  leave  him  alone 
when  it  comes  to  the  application  of  pre- 
cepts, as  we  leave  the  painter  in  com- 
munion with  his  palette.  That  his  char- 
acters "must  be  clear  in  outline"  as  Mr. 
Besant  says — he  feels  that  down  to  his 
boots;  but  how  he  shall  make  them  so  is 
a  secret  between  his  good  angel  and  him- 
self. It  would  be  absurdly  simple  if  he 
could  be  taught  that  a  great  deal  of  "de- 
scription" would  make  them  so,  or  that 
on  the  contrary  the  absence  of  descrip- 
tion and  the  cultivation  of  dialogue,  or 
the  absence  of  dialogue  and  the  multi- 
plication of  "incident,"  would  rescue 
him  from  his  difficulties.  Nothing,  for 
instance,  is  more  possible  than  that  he 
be  of  a  turn  of  mind  for  which  this  odd, 
literal  opposition  of  description  and  dia- 
logue, incident  and  description,  has  little 
meaning  and  light.  People  often  talk  of 
these  things  as  if  they  had  a  kind  of  in- 
ternecine distinctness,  instead  of  melting 
into  each  other  at  every  breath,  and  be- 
ing intimately  associated  parts  of  one 
general  effort  of  expression.  I  cannot  im- 
agine composition  existing  in  a  series  of 
blocks,  nor  conceive,  in  any  novel  worth 
discussing  at  all,  of  a  passage  of  descrip- 
tion that  is  not  in  its  intention  narrative, 
a  passage  of  dialogue  that  is  not  in  its 
intention  descriptive,  a  touch  of  truth  of 
any  sort  that  does  not  partake  of  the  na- 
ture of  incident,  or  an  incident  that  de- 
rives its  interest  from  any  other  source 
than  the  general  and  only  source  of  the 
success  of  a  work  of  art — that  of  being 
illustrative.  A  novel  is  a  living  thing,  all 
one  and  continuous,  like  any  other  or- 
ganism, and  in  proportion  as  it  lives  will 
it  be  found,  I  think,  that  in  each  of  the 
parts  there  is  something  of  each  of  the 
other  parts.  The  critic  who  over  the  close 
texture  of  a  finished  work  shall  pretend 
to  trace  a  geography  of  items  will  mark 
some  frontiers  as  artificial,  I  fear,  as  any 
that  have  been  known  to  history.  There 
is  an  old-fashioned  distinction  between 
the  novel  of  character  and  the  novel  of 
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incident  which  must  have  cost  many  a 
smile  to  the  intending  fabulist  who  was 
keen  about  his  work.  It  appears  to  me  as 
little  to  the  point  as  the  equally  cele- 
brated distinction  between  the  novel  and 
the  romance — to  answer  as  little  to  any 
reality.  There  are  bad  novels  and  good 
novels,  as  there  are  bad  pictures  and 
good  pictures;  but  that  is  the  only  distinc- 
tion in  which  I  see  any  meaning,  and  I 
can  as  little  imagine  speaking  of  a  novel 
of  character  as  I  can  imagine  speaking  of 
a  picture  of  character.  When  one  says 
picture  one  says  of  character,  when  one 
says  novel  one  says  of  incident,  and  the 
terms  may  be  transposed  at  will.  What  is 
character  but  the  determination  of  in- 
cident? What  is  incident  but  the  illustra- 
tion of  character?  What  is  either  a  pic- 
ture or  a  novel  that  is  not  of  character? 
What  else  do  we  seek  in  it  and  find  in  it? 
It  is  an  incident  for  a  woman  to  stand  up 
with  her  hand  resting  on  a  table  and  look 
at  you  in  a  certain  way;  or  if  it  be  not  an 
incident  I  think  it  will  be  hard  to  say 
what  it  is.  At  the  same  time  it  is  an  ex- 
pression of  character.  If  you  say  you 
don't  see  it  (character  in  that — allons 
done!),  this  is  exactly  what  the  artist 
who  has  reasons  of  his  own  for  thinking 
he  does  see  it  undertakes  to  show  you. 
When  a  young  man  makes  up  his  mind 
that  he  has  not  faith  enough  after  all  to 
enter  the  Church  as  he  intended,  that  is 
an  incident,  though  you  may  not  hurry  to 
the  end  of  the  chapter  to  see  whether 
perhaps  he  doesn't  change  once  more.  I 
do  not  say  that  these  are  extraordinary 
or  startling  incidents.  I  do  not  pretend  to 
estimate  the  degree  of  interest  proceed- 
ing from  them,  for  this  will  depend  upon 
the  skill  of  the  painter.  It  sounds  almost 
puerile  to  say  that  some  incidents  are 
intrinsically  much  more  important  than 
others,  and  I  need  not  take  this  precau- 
tion after  having  professed  my  sympathy 
for  the  major  ones  in  remarking  that  the 
only  classification  of  the  novel  that  I  can 


understand  is  into  that  which  has  life  and 
that  which  has  it  not. 

The  novel  and  the  romance,  the  novel 
of  incident  and  that  of  character — these 
clumsy  separations  appear  to  me  to  have 
been  made  by  critics  and  readers  for 
their  own  convenience,  and  to  help  them 
out  of  some  of  their  occasional  predica- 
ments, but  to  have  little  reality  or  in- 
terest for  the  producer,  from  whose  point 
of  view  it  is  of  course  that  we  are  at- 
tempting to  consider  the  art  of  fiction. 
The  case  is  the  same  with  another 
shadowy  category  which  Mr.  Besant  ap- 
parently is  disposed  to  set  up — that  of 
the  "modern  English  novel";  unless  in- 
deed it  be  that  in  this  matter  he  has 
fallen  into  an  accidental  confusion  of 
standpoints.  It  is  not  quite  clear  whether 
he  intends  the  remarks  in  which  he  al- 
ludes to  it  to  be  didactic  or  historical. 
It  is  as  difficult  to  suppose  a  person  in- 
tending to  write  a  modern  English  as  to 
suppose  him  writing  an  ancient  English 
novel:  that  is  a  label  which  begs  the 
question.  One  writes  the  novel,  one 
paints  the  picture,  of  one's  language  and 
of  one's  time,  and  calling  it  modern  Eng- 
lish will  not,  alas!  make  the  difficult  task 
any  easier.  No  more,  unfortunately,  will 
calling  this  or  that  work  of  one's  fellow- 
artist  a  romance — unless  it  be,  of  course, 
simply  for  the  pleasantness  of  the  thing, 
as  for  instance  when  Hawthorne  gave 
this  heading  to  his  story  of  Blithedale. 
The  French,  who  have  brought  the  the- 
ory of  fiction  to  remarkable  completeness, 
have  but  one  name  for  the  novel,  and 
have  not  attempted  smaller  things  in  it, 
that  I  can  see,  for  that.  I  can  think  of  no 
obligation  to  which  the  "romancer" 
would  not  be  held  equally  with  the 
novelist;  the  standard  of  execution  is 
equally  high  for  each.  Of  course  it  is  of 
execution  that  we  are  talking — that  be- 
ing the  only  point  of  a  novel  that  is  open 
to  contention.  This  is  perhaps  too  often 
lost  sight  of,  only  to  produce  interminable 
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confusions  and  cross-purposes.  We  must 
grant  the  artist  his  subject,  his  idea,  his 
donnee:  our  criticism  is  applied  only  to 
what  he  makes  of  it.  Naturally  I  do  not 
mean  that  we  are  bound  to  like  it  or  find 
it  interesting:  in  case  we  do  not  our 
course  is  perfectly  simple — to  let  it  alone. 
We  may  believe  that  of  a  certain  idea 
even  the  most  sincere  novelist  can  make 
nothing  at  all,  and  the  event  may  per- 
fectly justify  our  belief;  but  the  failure 
will  have  been  a  failure  to  execute,  and  it 
is  in  the  execution  that  the  fatal  weak- 
ness is  recorded.  If  we  pretend  to  respect 
the  artist  at  all,  we  must  allow  him  his 
freedom  of  choice,  in  the  face,  in  par- 
ticular cases,  of  innumerable  presump- 
tions that  the  choice  will  not  fructify.  Art 
derives  a  considerable  part  of  its  bene- 
ficial exercise  from  flying  in  the  face  of 
presumptions,  and  some  of  the  most  in- 
teresting experiments  of  which  it  is  ca- 
pable are  hidden  in  the  bosom  of  com- 
mon things.  Gustave  Flaubert  has  written 
a  story  about  the  devotion  of  a  servant- 
girl  to  a  parrot,  and  the  production, 
highly  finished  as  it  is,  cannot  on  the 
whole  be  called  a  success.  We  are  per- 
fectly free  to  find  it  flat,  but  I  think  it 
might  have  been  interesting;  and  I,  for 
my  part,  am  extremely  glad  he  should 
have  written  it;  it  is  a  contribution  to  our 
knowledge  of  what  can  be  done — or 
what  cannot.  Ivan  Turgenieff  has  written 
a  tale  about  a  deaf  and  dumb  serf  and  a 
lap-dog,  and  the  thing  is  touching,  lov- 
ing, a  little  masterpiece.  He  struck  the 
note  of  life  where  Gustave  Flaubert 
missed  it — he  flew  in  the  face  of  a  pre- 
sumption  and    achieved   a   victory. 

Nothing,  of  course,  will  ever  take  the 
place  of  the  good  old  fashion  of  "liking" 
a  work  of  art  or  not  liking  it:  the  most 
improved  criticism  will  not  abolish  that 
primitive,  that  ultimate  test.  I  mention 
this  to  guard  myself  from  the  accusation 
of  intimating  that  the  idea,  the  subject, 
of  a  novel  or  a  picture,  does  not  matter. 


It  matters,  to  my  sense,  in  the  highest 
degree,  and  if  I  might  put  up  a  prayer  it 
would  be  that  artists  should  select  none 
but  the  richest.  Some,  as  I  have  already 
hastened  to  admit,  are  much  more  re- 
munerative than  others,  and  it  would  be 
a  world  happily  arranged  in  which  per- 
sons intending  to  treat  them  should  be 
exempt  from  confusions  and  mistakes. 
This  fortunate  condition  will  arrive  only, 
I  fear,  on  the  same  day  that  critics  be- 
come purged  from  error.  Meanwhile,  I 
repeat,  we  do  not  judge  the  artist  with 
fairness  unless  we  say  to  him,  "Oh,  I 
grant  you  your  starting-point,  because 
if  I  did  not  I  should  seem  to  prescribe 
to  you,  and  heaven  forbid  I  should  take 
that  responsibility.  If  I  pretend  to  tell 
you  what  you  must  not  take,  you  will  call 
upon  me  to  tell  you  then  what  you  must 
take;  in  which  case  I  shall  be  prettily 
caught.  Moreover,  it  isn't  till  I  have  ac- 
cepted your  data  that  I  can  begin  to 
measure  you.  I  have  the  standard,  the 
pitch;  I  have  no  right  to  tamper  with 
your  flute  and  then  criticise  your  music. 
Of  course  I  may  not  care  for  your  idea  at 
all;  I  may  think  it  silly,  or  stale,  or  un- 
clean; in  which  case  I  wash  my  hands  of 
you  altogether.  I  may  content  myself 
with  believing  that  you  will  not  have 
succeeded  in  being  interesting,  but  I 
shall,  of  course,  not  attempt  to  demon- 
strate it,  and  you  will  be  as  indifferent 
to  me  as  I  am  to  you.  I  needn't  remind 
you  that  there  are  all  sorts  of  tastes:  who 
can  know  it  better?  Some  people,  for 
excellent  reasons,  don't  like  to  read  about 
carpenters;  others,  for  reasons  even  bet- 
ter, don't  like  to  read  about  courtesans. 
Many  object  to  Americans.  Others  (I  be- 
lieve they  are  mainly  editors  and  pub- 
lishers) won't  look  at  Italians.  Some 
readers  don't  like  quiet  subjects;  others 
don't  like  bustling  ones.  Some  enjoy  a 
complete  illusion,  others  the  conscious- 
ness of  large  concessions.  They  choose 
their    novels    accordingly,    and    if    they 
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don't  care   about  your  idea  they  won't 
a  fortiori,  care  about  your  treatment." 

So  that  it  comes  back  very  quickly, 
as  I  have  said,  to  the  liking:  in  spite  of 
M.  Zola,  who  reasons  less  powerfully 
than  he  represents,  and  who  will  not 
reconcile  himself  to  this  absoluteness  of 
taste,  thinking  that  there  are  certain 
things  that  people  ought  to  like,  and 
that  they  can  be  made  to  like.  I  am  quite 
at  a  loss  to  imagine  anything  (at  any 
rate  in  this  matter  of  fiction)  that  people 
ought  to  like  or  to  dislike.  Selection  will 
be  sure  to  take  care  of  itself,  for  it  has 
a  constant  motive  behind  it.  That  mo- 
tive is  simply  experience.  As  people  feel 
life,  so  they  will  feel  the  art  that  is  most 
closely  related  to  it.  This  closeness  of  re- 
lation is  what  we  should  never  forget  in 
talking  of  the  effort  of  the  novel.  Many 
people  speak  of  it  as  a  factitious,  arti- 
ficial form,  a  product  of  ingenuity,  the 
business  of  which  it  is  to  alter  and  ar- 
range the  things  that  surround  us,  to 
translate  them  into  conventional,  tradi- 
tion moulds.  This,  however,  is  a  view  of 
the  matter  which  carries  us  but  a  very 
short  way,  condemns  the  art  to  an  ex- 
ternal repetition  of  a  few  familiar  cliches, 
cuts  short  its  development,  and  leads  us 
straight  up  to  a  dead  wall.  Catching  the 
very  note  and  trick,  the  strange  irregular 
rhythm  of  life,  that  is  the  attempt  whose 
strenuous  force  keeps  Fiction  upon  her 
feet.  In  proportion  as  in  what  she  offers 
us  we  see  life  without  rearrangement  do 
we  feel  that  we  are  touching  the  truth;  in 
proportion  as  we  see  it  with  rearrange- 
ment do  we  feel  that  we  are  being  put 
off  with  a  substitute,  a  compromise  and 
convention.  It  is  not  uncommon  to  hear 
an  extraordinary  assurance  of  remark  in 
regard  to  this  matter  of  rearranging, 
which  is  often  spoken  of  as  if  it  were  the 
last  word  of  art.  Mr.  Besant  seems  to 
me  in  danger  of  falling  into  the  great  er- 
ror with  his  rather  unguarded  talk  about 
"selection."  Art  is  essentially  selection, 
but  it  is  a  selection  whose  main  care  is 


to  be  typical,  to  be  inclusive.  For  many 
people  art  means  rose-colored  window- 
panes,  and  selection  means  picking  a 
bouquet  for  Mrs.  Grundy.  They  will  tell 
you  glibly  that  artistic  considerations 
have  nothing  to  do  with  the  disagree- 
able, with  the  ugly;  they  will  rattle  off 
shallow  commonplaces  about  the  prov- 
ince of  art  and  the  limits  of  art  till  you 
are  moved  to  some  wonder  in  return  as  to 
the  province  and  the  limits  of  ignorance. 
It  appears  to  me  that  no  one  can  ever 
have  made  a  seriously  artistic  attempt 
without  becoming  conscious  of  an  im- 
mense increase — a  kind  of  revelation — 
of  freedom.  One  perceives  in  that  case — 
by  the  light  of  a  heavenly  ray — that  the 
province  of  art  is  all  life,  all  feeling,  all 
observation,  all  vision.  As  Mr.  Besant 
so  justly  intimates,  it  is  all  experience. 
That  is  a  sufficient  answer  to  those  who 
maintain  that  it  must  not  touch  the  sad 
things  of  life,  who  stick  into  its  divine  un- 
conscious bosom  little  prohibitory  in- 
scriptions on  the  end  of  sticks,  such  as 
we  see  in  public  gardens — "It  is  for- 
bidden to  walk  on  the  grass;  it  is  for- 
bidden to  touch  the  flowers;  it  is  not 
allowed  to  introduce  dogs  or  to  remain 
after  dark;  it  is  requested  to  keep  to  the 
right."  The  young  aspirant  in  the  line  of 
fiction  whom  we  continue  to  imagine  will 
do  nothing  without  taste,  for  in  that 
case  his  freedom  would  be  of  little  use 
to  him;  but  the  first  advantage  of  his 
taste  will  be  to  reveal  to  him  the  ab- 
surdity of  the  little  sticks  and  tickets.  If 
he  have  taste,  I  must  add,  of  course  he 
will  have  ingenuity,  and  my  disrespectful 
reference  to  that  quality  just  now  was 
not  meant  to  imply  that  it  is  useless  in 
fiction.  But  it  is  only  a  secondary  aid;  the 
first  is  a  capacity  for  receiving  straight 
impressions. 

Mr.  Besant  has  some  remarks  on  the 
the  question  of  "the  story"  which  I  shall 
not  attempt  to  criticise,  though  they 
seem  to  me  to  contain  a  singular  am- 
biguity, because  I  do  not  think  I  under- 
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stand  them.  I  cannot  see  what  is  meant 
by  talking  as  if  there  were  a  part  of  a 
novel  which  is  the  story  and  part  of  it 
which  for  mystical  reasons  is  not — unless 
indeed  the  distinction  be  made  in  a 
sense  in  which  it  is  difficult  to  suppose 
that  any  one  should  attempt  to  convey 
anything.  "The  story,"  if  it  represents 
anything,  represents  the  subject,  the  idea, 
the  donnee  of  the  novel;  and  there  is 
surely  no  "school" — Mr.  Besant  speaks 
of  a  school — which  urges  that  a  novel 
should  be  all  treatment  and  no  subject. 
There  must  assuredly  be  something  to 
treat;  every  school  is  intimately  con- 
scious of  that.  This  sense  of  the  story  be- 
ing the  idea,  the  starting-point,  of  the 
novel,  is  the  only  one  that  I  see  in  which 
it  can  be  spoken  of  as  something  dif- 
ferent from  its  organic  whole;  and  since 
in  proportion  as  the  work  is  successful 
the  idea  permeates  and  penetrates  it,  in- 
forms and  animates  it,  so  that  every  word 
and  every  punctuation-point  contribute 
directly  to  the  expression,  in  that  pro- 
portion do  we  lose  our  sense  of  the  story 
being  a  blade  which  may  be  drawn  more 
or  less  out  of  its  sheath.  The  story  and 
the  novel,  the  idea  and  the  form,  are  the 
needle  and  thread,  and  I  never  heard  of 
a  guild  of  tailors  who  recommended  the 
use  of  the  thread  without  the  needle,  or 
the  needle  without  the  thread.  Mr. 
Besant  is  not  the  only  critic  who  may  be 
observed  to  have  spoken  as  if  there  were 
certain  things  in  life  which  constitute 
stories,  and  certain  others  which  do  not. 
I  find  the  same  odd  implication  in  an 
entertaining  article  in  the  Pall  Mall 
Gazette,  devoted,  as  it  happens,  to  Mr. 
Besant' s  lecture.  "The  story  is  the  thing!" 
says  this  graceful  writer,  as  if  with  a 
tone  of  opposition  to  some  other  idea.  I 
should  think  it  was,  as  every  painter 
who,  as  the  time  for  "sending  in"  his 
picture  looms  in  the  distance,  finds  him- 
self still  in  quest  of  a  subject — as  every 
belated  artist  not  fixed  about  his  theme 
will  heartily  agree.  There  are  some  sub- 


jects which  speak  to  us  and  others  which 
do  not,  but  he  would  be  a  clever  man 
who  should  undertake  to  give  a  rule — an 
index  expurgatorius — by  which  the  story 
and  the  no-story  should  be  known  apart. 
It  is  impossible  (to  me  at  least)  to  im- 
agine any  such  rule  which  shall  not  be 
altogether  arbitrary.  The  writer  in  the 
Pall  Mall  opposes  the  delightful  (as  I 
suppose)  novel  of  M argot  la  Balafree 
to  certain  tales  in  which  "Bostonian 
nymphs"  appear  to  have  "rejected  Eng- 
lish dukes  for  psychological  reasons."  I 
am  not  acquainted  with  the  romance  just 
designated,  and  can  scarcely  forgive  the 
Pall  Mall  critic  for  not  mentioning  the 
name  of  the  author,  but  the  tide  appears 
to  refer  to  a  lady  who  may  have  re- 
ceived a  scar  in  some  heroic  adventure.  I 
am  inconsolable  at  not  being  acquainted 
with  this  episode,  but  am  utterly  at  a  loss 
to  see  why  it  is  a  story  when  the  rejec- 
tion (or  acceptance)  of  a  duke  is  not,  and 
why  a  reason,  psychological  or  other,  is 
not  a  subject  when  a  cicatrix  is.  They 
are  all  particles  of  the  multitudinous  life 
with  which  the  novel  deals,  and  surely  no 
dogma  which  pretends  to  make  it  law- 
ful to  touch  the  one  and  unlawful  to 
touch  the  other  will  stand  for  a  moment 
on  its  feet.  It  is  the  special  picture  that 
must  stand  or  fall,  according  as  it  seem  to 
possess  truth  or  to  lack  it.  Mr.  Besant 
does  not,  to  my  sense,  light  up  the  sub- 
ject by  intimating  that  a  story  must,  un- 
der penalty  of  not  being  a  story,  consist 
of  "adventures."  Why  of  adventures  more 
than  of  green  spectacles?  He  mentions 
a  category  of  impossible  things,  and 
among  them  he  places  "fiction  without 
adventure."  Why  without  adventure, 
more  than  without  matrimony,  or  celi- 
bacy, or  parturition,  or  cholera,  or  hydrop- 
athy, or  Jansenism?  This  seems  to  me 
to  bring  the  novel  back  to  the  hapless 
little  role  of  being  an  artificial,  ingenious 
thing — bring  it  down  from  its  large,  free 
character  of  an  immense  and  exquisite 
correspondence  with  life.  And  what  is  ad- 
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venture  when  it  comes  to  that,  and  by 
what  sign  is  the  listening  pupil  to  recog- 
nize it?  It  is  an  adventure — an  immense 
one — for  me  to  write  this  little  article; 
and  for  a  Bostonian  nymph  to  reject  an 
English  duke  is  an  adventure  only  less 
stirring,  I  should  say,  than  for  an  Eng- 
lish duke  to  be  rejected  by  a  Bostonian 
nymph.  I  see  dramas  within  dramas  in 
that,  and  innumerable  points  of  view.  A 
psychological  reason  is,  to  my  imagina- 
tion, an  object  adorably  pictorial;  to 
catch  the  tint  of  its  complexion — I  feel 
as  if  that  idea  might  inspire  one  to 
Titianesque  efforts.  There  are  few  things 
more  exciting  to  me,  in  short,  than  a 
psychological  reason,  and  yet,  I  protest, 
the  novel  seems  to  me  the  most  mag- 
nificent form  of  art.  I  have  just  been 
reading,  at  the  same  time,  the  delightful 
story  of  Treasure  Island,  by  Mr.  Robert 
Louis  Stevenson,  and,  in  a  manner  less 
consecutive,  the  last  tale  from  M.  Ed- 
mond  de  Goncourt,  which  is  entitled 
Cherie.  One  of  these  works  treats  of 
murders,  mysteries,  islands  of  dreadful 
renown,  hairbreadth  escapes,  miraculous 
coincidences  and  buried  doubloons.  The 
other  treats  of  a  little  French  girl  who 
lived  in  a  fine  house  in  Paris,  and  died 
of  wounded  sensibility  because  no  one 
would  marry  her.  I  call  Treasure  Island 
delightful,  because  it  appears  to  me  to 
have  succeeded  wonderfully  in  what  it 
attempts;  and  I  venture  to  bestow  no 
epithet  upon  Cherie,  which  strikes  me 
as  having  failed  deplorably  in  what  it 
attempts — that  is  in  tracing  the  develop- 
ment of  the  moral  consciousness  of  a 
child.  But  one  of  these  productions 
strikes  me  as  exactly  as  much  of  a  novel 
as  the  other,  and  as  having  a  "story" 
quite  as  much.  The  moral  consciousness 
of  a  child  is  as  much  a  part  of  life  as  the 
islands  of  the  Spanish  Main,  and  the  one 
sort  of  geography  seems  to  me  tb  have 
those  "surprises"  of  which  Mr.  Besant 
speaks  quite  as  much  as  the  other.  For 
myself   (since  it  comes  back  in  the  last 


resort  as  I  say,  to  the  preference  of  the 
individual ) ,  the  picture  of  the  child's  ex- 
perience has  the  advantage  that  I  can  at 
successive  steps  (an  immense  luxury, 
near  to  the  "sensual  pleasure"  of  which 
Mr.  Besant's  critic  in  the  Pall  Mall 
speaks)  say  Yes  or  No,  as  it  may  be,  to 
what  the  artist  puts  before  me.  I  have 
been  a  child  in  fact,  but  I  have  been  on 
a  quest  for  a  buried  treasure  only  in  sup- 
position, and  it  is  a  simple  accident  that 
with  M.  De  Goncourt  I  should  have  for 
the  most  part  to  say  No.  With  George 
Eliot,  when  she  painted  that  country 
with  a  far  other  intelligence,  I  always 
said  Yes. 

The  most  interesting  part  of  Mr. 
Besant's  lecture  is  unfortunately  the 
briefest  passage — his  very  cursory  allu- 
sion to  the  "conscious  moral  purpose" 
of  the  novel.  Here  again  it  is  not  very 
clear  whether  he  be  recording  a  fact  or 
laying  down  a  principle;  it  is  a  great 
pity  that  in  the  latter  case  he  should  not 
have  developed  his  idea.  This  branch  of 
the  subject  is  of  immense  importance, 
and  Mr.  Besant's  few  words  point  to  con- 
siderations of  the  widest  reach,  not  to  be 
lightly  disposed  of.  He  will  have  treated 
the  art  of  fiction  but  superficially  who  is 
not  prepared  to  go  every  inch  of  the  way 
that  these  considerations  will  carry  him. 
It  is  for  this  reason  that  at  the  beginning 
of  these  remarks  I  was  careful  to  notify 
the  reader  that  my  reflections  on  so 
large  a  theme  have  no  pretention  to  be 
exhaustive.  Like  Mr.  Besant,  I  have  left 
the  question  of  the  morality  of  the  novel 
till  the  last,  and  at  the  last  I  find  I  have 
used  up  my  space.  It  is  a  question  sur- 
rounded with  difficulties,  as  witness  the 
very  first  that  meets  us,  in  the  form  of  a 
definite  question,  on  the  threshold. 
Vagueness,  in  such  a  discussion,  is  fatal, 
and  what  is  the  meaning  of  your  morality 
and  your  conscious  moral  purpose?  Will 
you  not  define  your  terms  and  explain 
how  (a  novel  being  a  picture)  a  picture 
can   be   either   moral   or   immoral?   You 
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wish  to  paint  a  moral  picture  or  carve  a 
moral  statue:  will  you  not  tell  us  how  you 
would  set  about  it?  We  are  discussing 
the  Art  of  Fiction;  questions  of  art  are 
questions  (in  the  widest  sense)  of  exe- 
cution; questions  of  morality  are  quite 
another  affair,  and  will  you  not  let  us  see 
how  it  is  that  you  find  it  so  easy  to  mix 
them  up?  These  things  are  so  clear  to  Mr. 
Besant  that  he  has  deduced  from  them  a 
law  which  he  sees  embodied  in  English 
Fiction,  and  which  is  "a  truly  admirable 
thing  and  a  great  cause  for  congratula- 
tion." It  is  a  great  cause  for  congratula- 
tion indeed  when  such  thorny  problems 
become  as  smooth  as  silk.  I  may  add  that 
in  so  far  as  Mr.  Besant  perceives  that  in 
point  of  fact  English  Fiction  has  ad- 
dressed itself  preponderantly  to  these 
delicate  questions  he  will  appear  to  many 
people  to  have  made  a  vain  discovery. 
They  will  have  been  positively  struck, 
on  the  contrary,  with  the  moral  timidity 
of  the  usual  English  novelist;  with  his 
(or  with  her)  aversion  to  face  the  dif- 
ficulties with  which  on  every  side  the 
treatment  of  reality  bristles.  He  is  apt 
to  be  extremely  shy  (whereas  the  picture 
that  Mr.  Besant  draws  is  a  picture  of 
boldness),  and  the  sign  of  his  work,  for 
the  most  part,  is  a  cautious  silence  on 
certain  subjects.  In  the  English  novel  (by 
which  of  course  I  mean  the  American  as 
well),  more  than  in  any  other,  there  is 
a  traditional  difference  between  that 
which  people  know  and  that  which  they 
agree  to  admit  that  they  know,  that 
which  they  see  and  that  which  they 
speak  of,  that  which  they  feel  to  be  a 
part  of  life,  and  that  which  they  allow  to 
enter  into  literature.  There  is  the  great 
difference,  in  short,  between  what  they 
talk  of  in  conversation  and  what  they 
talk  of  in  print.  The  essence  of  moral 
energy  is  to  survey  the  whole  field,  and  I 
should  directly  reverse  Mr.  Besant's  re- 
mark and  say  not  that  the  English  novel 
has  a  purpose,  but  that  it  has  a  dif- 
fidence. To  what  degree  a  purpose  in  a 


work  of  art  is  a  source  of  corruption  I 
shall  not  attempt  to  inquire;  the  one  that 
seems  to  me  least  dangerous  is  the  pur- 
pose of  making  a  perfect  work.  As  for 
our  novel,  I  may  say  lastly  on  this  score 
that  as  we  find  it  in  England  today  it 
strikes  me  as  addressed  in  a  large  de- 
gree to  "young  people,"  and  that  this  in 
itself  constitutes  a  presumption  that  it 
will  be  rather  shy.  There  are  certain 
things  which  it  is  generally  agreed  not 
to  discuss,  not  even  to  mention,  before 
young  people.  That  is  very  well,  but  the 
absence  of  discussion  is  not  a  symptom 
of  the  moral  passion.  The  purpose  of  the 
English  novel — "a  truly  admirable  thing, 
and  a  great  cause  for  congratulation" — 
strikes  me  therefore  as  rather  negative. 

There  is  one  point  at  which  the  moral 
sense  and  the  artistic  sense  lie  very  near 
together;  that  is  in  the  light  of  the  very 
obvious  truth  that  the  deepest  quality 
of  a  work  of  art  will  always  be  the  qual- 
ity of  the  mind  of  the  producer.  In  pro- 
portion as  that  intelligence  is  fine  will 
the  novel,  the  picture,  the  statue  partake 
of  the  substance  of  beauty  and  truth.  To 
be  constituted  of  such  elements  is,  to  my 
vision,  to  have  purpose  enough.  No  good 
novel  will  ever  proceed  from  a  super- 
ficial mind;  that  seems  to  me  an  axiom 
which,  for  the  artist  in  fiction,  will  cover 
all  needful  moral  ground:  if  the  youthful 
aspirant  take  it  to  heart  it  will  illuminate 
for  him  many  of  the  mysteries  of  "pur- 
pose." There  are  many  other  useful 
things  that  might  be  said  to  him,  but 
I  have  come  to  the  end  of  my  article, 
and  can  only  touch  them  as  I  pass.  The 
critic  in  the  Pall  Mall  Gazette,  whom  I 
have  already  quoted,  draws  attention  to 
the  danger,  in  speaking  of  the  art  of 
fiction,  of  generalising.  The  danger  that 
he  has  in  mind  is  rather,  I  imagine,  that 
of  particularising,  for  there  are  some 
comprehensive  remarks  which,  in  addi- 
tion to  those  embodied  in  Mr.  Besant's 
suggestive  lecture,  might  without  fear  of 
misleading  him  be  addressed  to  the  in- 
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genuous  student.  I  should  remind  him  first 
of  the  magnificence  of  the  form  that  is 
open  to  him,  which  offers  to  sight  so  few 
restrictions  and  such  innumerable  op- 
portunities. The  other  arts,  in  compari- 
son, appear  confined  and  hampered;  the 
various  conditions  under  which  they  are 
exercised  are  so  rigid  and  definite.  But 
the  only  condition  that  I  can  think  of 
attaching  to  the  composition  of  the  novel 
is,  as  I  have  already  said,  that  it  be  sin- 
cere. This  freedom  is  a  splendid  privi- 
lege, and  the  first  lesson  of  the  young 
novelist  is  to  learn  to  be  worthy  of  it. 
"Enjoy  it  as  it  deserves,"  I  should  say  to 
him;  "take  possession  of  it,  explore  it  to 
its  utmost  extent,  publish  it,  rejoice  in  it. 
All  life  belongs  to  you,  and  do  not  listen 
either  to  those  who  would  shut  you  up 
into  corners  of  it  and  tell  you  tt^t  it  is 
only  here  and  there  that  art  inhabits,  or 
to  those  who  would  persuade  you  that 
this  heavenly  messenger  wings  her  way 
outside  of  life  altogether,  breathing  a 
superfine  air,  and  turning  away  her  head 
from  the  truth  of  things.  There  is  no  im- 
pression of  life,  no  manner  of  seeing  it 
and  feeling  it,  to  which  the  plan  of  the 
novelist  may  not  offer  a  place;  you  have 
only  to  remember  that  talents  so  dis- 
similar as  those  of  Alexandre  Dumas  and 
Jane  Austen,  Charles  Dickens  and  Gus- 
tave  Flaubert  have  worked  in  this  field 
with  equal  glory.  Do  not  think  too  much 
about  optimism  and  pessimism;  try  and 
catch  the  colour  of  life  itself.  In  France 
today  we  see  a  prodigious  effort  (that  of 
Emile  Zola,  to  whose  solid  and  serious 
work  no  explorer  of  the  capacity  of  the 
novel  can  allude  without  respect),  we 
see  an  extraordinary  effort,  vitiated  by  a 
spirit  of  pessimism  on  a  narrow  basis.  M. 
Zola  is  magnificent,  but  he  strikes  an 
English  reader  as  ignorant;  he  has  an 
air  of  working  in  the  dark;  if  he  had  as 
much  light  as  energy,  his  results^  would 
be  of  the  highest  value.  As  for  the  aber- 
rations of  a  shallow  optimism,  the  ground 
(of  English  fiction  especially)  is  strewn 


with  their  brittle  particles  as  with  broken 
glass.  If  you  must  indulge  in  conclu- 
sions, let  them  have  the  taste  of  a  wide 
knowledge.  Remember  that  your  first 
duty  is  to  be  as  complete  as  possible — 
to  make  as  perfect  a  work.  Be  generous 
and  delicate  and  pursue  the  prize." 


James  T.  Farrell 
*  1904- 


After  Theodore  Dreiser,  whose  patient 
realism  in  sister  carrie  and  an  Ameri- 
can tragedy  he  has  admired  and  de- 
fended, James  T.  Farrell  is  perhaps  our 
most  consistently  successful  contempo- 
rary naturalist.  Farrell  is  intent  on  set- 
ting down  objective,  sometimes  almost 
reportorial,  representations  of  urban  life 
in  America,  but  is  skilled  also  in  express- 
ing the  groping  bewilderment  within  the 
minds  of  young  men  like  Studs  Lonigan 
and  Danny  O'Neill  who  dream  of  being 
what  circumstances  can  not  allow  them 
to  be.  His  discussion  of  "Social  Themes 
in  American  Realism"  is  reprinted  from  a 
collection  of  essays  published  in  1947 

On    LITERATURE    AND    MORALITY. 


Social  Themes  in  American 
Realism 

Since  the  1890's,  American  writers  of 
the  realistic  tradition  have  been  trying  to 
tell  the  story  of  the  human  consequences 
of  the  advance  of  American  civilization. 
As  is  well  known,  a  pioneer  in  this  tra- 
dition was  Theodore  Dreiser.  A  signifi- 
cant distinction  can  be  made  between  his 
work  and  that  of  such  writers  as  Henry 
James,  Stephen  Crane,  and  Harold  Fred- 
eric.  While  these   writers   differ  greatly 
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from  one  another,  they  were  all  con- 
cerned with  the  same  theme  of  self- 
development,  of  awareness.  This  theme  is 
even  involved  in  the  manner  in  which 
James  creates  suspense.  Crane's  The  Red 
Badge  of  Courage  is  not  merely  a  war 
novel.  Using  the  setting  of  war,  he  tells 
the  story  of  how  a  boy  becomes  a  man. 
Frederic's  The  Damnation  of  Theron 
Ware  also  deals  with  the  theme  of  aware- 
ness or  development,  though  negatively 
Theron  Ware  becomes  aware  of  values 
superior  to,  and  more  sophisticated  than, 
those  embodied  in  his  ministerial  edu- 
cation and  in  his  life  as  a  minister  in  a 
small  community  in  upstate  New  York. 
His  "damnation"  or  disintegration  is  the 
result  of  his  inability  to  live  by  these 
superior  values. 

With  Dreiser,  the  conditions  of  life  and 
the  ideals  of  success  in  America  are 
thematic:  the  motif  of  development  or 
awareness,  when  treated  by  him,  is  sec- 
ondary to  these.  His  characters  usually 
take  on  the  color  of  their  environment. 
Failure  and  tragedy  in  his  novels  are  to 
be  interpreted  as  consequences  of  the 
pitiless  force  of  circumstances.  His  heroes 
and  heroines  are  seeking  to  rise  socially, 
to  change  their  class  status.  If  they  fail, 
it  is  because  of  the  circumstances  of  their 
lives — a  lack  of  education,  a  lack  of 
physical  magnetism,  or  a  lack  of  control 
of  the  levels  of  social  power,  most  no- 
tably, money.  Money  provides  the  means 
for  wielding  power  and,  if  it  is  gained, 
the  individual  is  in  a  better  position  to 
satisfy  desire.  Human  beings — for  in- 
stance, Roberta  Alden,  in  An  American 
Tragedy,  or  Jennie  Gerhardt — are  sac- 
rificed in  the  interests  of  success  and  so- 
cial prestige  in  a  society  dominated  by 
those  who  control  because  they  are  rich 
or,  at  least,  well  off.  And  only  those  who 
are  born  into  the  upper  classes,  or  those 
who  are  particularly  strong-willed,  mag- 
netic, shrewd,  or  lucky,  can  escape  the 
alternative  fates  of  tragedy  and  failure  or 
apathetic  mediocrity.   In  the  Dreiserian 


world,  the  emotional  capacities  of  men 
and  women  for  affection  and  the  powers 
of  the  individual  will  are  weaker  than  the 
forces  of  social  circumstance.  In  this 
sense,  Dreiser  wrote  realistic  novels 
about  the  conditions  of  American  life. 


In  recent  years  the  cultural  climate 
provided  by  the  "New  Deal"  has  had 
a  manifest  influence  on  American  writ- 
ing. In  a  political  speech,  the  late  Presi- 
dent Franklin  D.  Roosevelt  said:  "Al- 
ways the  heart  and  soul  of  our  country 
will  be  the  heart  and  soul  of  the  common 
man — the  men  and  women  who  never 
have  ceased  to  believe  in  democracy, 
who  never  have  ceased  to  love  their 
families,  their  homes,  and  their  coun- 
try." The  faith  of  America,  he  declared, 
is  the  faith  of  the  common  man.  The 
New  Deal  cultural  climate  which  evolved 
in  America  during  the  1930's,  and 
which  was  patently  exemplified  in  many 
motion  pictures,  radio  plays,  and  novels 
of  the  war  period,  helped  to  produce  a 
pseudo-populist  literature  of  the  com- 
mon man.  This  neo-populist  art  and 
literature  emphasizes  the  concept  of 
Americanism  as  a  means  of  unifying  all 
races,  creeds,  and  classes.  Instead  of  a 
literature  which  penetratingly  describes 
class  differences  and  which  also  reveals 
the  consequences  of  the  conditions  of 
life  that  thwart  the  boy  and  girl  of 
plebeian  origin  in  the  struggle  for  suc- 
cess and  growth,  as  Dreiser  did,  this 
literature  has  generally  stressed  and  senti- 
mentalized the  theme  that  the  common 
man  is  human;  it  has  also  used  the  theme 
that  the  rich  are  Americans,  too,  and 
that  they  are  like  the  common  man. 

The  cultural  influence  of  populism, 
like  its  political  influence,  cannot  be 
interpreted  in  the  same  way  for  the 
1940's  as  for  the  nineteenth  century.  The 
agrarian  populist  movement,  reaching 
its  political  height  with  the  rise  of  Wil- 
liam Jennings  Bryan,  played  a  profound 
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role  in  the  shaping  of  American  litera- 
ture and  in  influencing  American  social 
thinking.  It  is  one  of  the  social,  political, 
economic  developments  which  stand  be- 
hind twentieth-century  literature.  One 
of  the  best  illustrations  of  the  populist  in- 
fluence can  be  found  in  Frank  Norris, 
a  major  initiator  of  modern  American 
literature.  His  books  are  democratic,  pop- 
ular, anti-snobbish.  In  his  essay  "The  Re- 
sponsibilities of  the  Novelist,"  he  argues 
that  the  novelist  must  accept  the  respon- 
sibility of  writing  truthfully  for  the  large 
mass  of  the  people.  The  Octopus,  Vol- 
ume I  of  Norris'  uncompleted  trilogy, 
An  Epic  of  the  Wheat,  portrays  economic 
struggle  and  class  relationships  on  the 
level  of  personal  experience.  It  recounts 
the  conflict  between  independent  wheat- 
growers  of  the  West  and  the  railroad 
"octopus."  Although  the  former  think  of 
themselves  as  the  "people,"  they  are  in- 
dependent capitalists  who  are  producing 
wheat  on  a  capitalist  basis  and  with  the 
use  of  the  most  advanced  machinery  of 
the  time;  thus,  while  they  think  they  are 
fighting  the  battles  of  the  people  against 
the  railroad,  they  are  also  reducing 
smaller  producers  to  the  status  of  tenants 
or  of  agricultural  laborers.  A  poet  char- 
acter, Pressley,  speaks  in  these  pages  for 
the  author;  he  formalizes  and  generalizes 
this  populist  theme  by  conceiving  it  in 
terms  of  the  interests  of  the  people  as  a 
whole.  In  this  sense  The  Octopus  can  be 
called  "populist."  However,  populism  is 
not  introduced  as  a  vehicle  for  rhetorical 
persuasiveness;  rather,  it  is  implanted  in 
the  novel  as  a  conviction  which  is  in- 
tegral in  the  narrative;  it  is  socially 
rooted  and  empirically  developed  as  part 
of  the   story. 

In  contrast  to  this,  recent  works  of  a 
"populist"  character  are  tendentiously 
organized  and  rely  for  conviction  on  the 
author's  editorializations.  A  most  notable 
example  of  this  is  to  be  seen  in  the  radio 
plays  of  Norman  Corwin.  This  difference 
is  important,  both  artistically  and  socio- 


logically. Some  recent  works  that  grew 
out  of  the  New  Deal  cultural  climate  pre- 
sent life  in  America  on  the  level  of  news- 
paper editorials,  oversimplifying  charac- 
ter and  situation.  Oversimplification  of 
this  kind  is  to  be  found,  for  instance,  in 
such  books  as  The  Grapes  of  Wrath. 


The  American  realistic  novel  has 
treated  the  American  Way  of  Life  in 
terms  of  the  human  costs  of  American 
success  and  expansion.  Dreiser's  "suc- 
cessful" characters  do  not  find  inner  har- 
mony. This  is  exemplified  by  his  finan- 
cier, Cowperwood,  and  by  Carrie  Mee- 
ber  of  Sister  Carrie.  The  most  notable 
characters  who  fail,  Hurstwood  and  Clyde 
Griffiths,  suffer  a  terrible  and  tragic 
end.  Sherwood  Anderson,  influenced  by 
Dreiser,  wrote  principally  of  the  little 
man  of  the  lower  middle  class,  the  man 
on  the  level  of  the  handicraftsman.  Many 
of  his  characters  have  already  lost  their 
social  identity  before  the  stories  com- 
mence or  are  in  the  process  of  losing  it  as 
the  stories  progress.  With  capitalist  re- 
lationships conquering  in  the  small  town 
— in  fact,  all  over  the  country — types 
such  as  these  which  Anderson  describes 
are  declassed.  Anderson  deals,  then,  with 
the  consequences  of  such  a  development. 
This  is  even  seen  in  his  emphasis  on 
hands — on  working  with  one's  hands. 
And  the  feeling  of  human  need  in  his 
writings  is  seen  in  the  need  for  contacts, 
physical  contacts.  Through  contacts, 
need  will  be  satisfied,  and  some  sense  of 
personal  and  social  identity  will  be  re- 
gained. The  Andersonian  emphasis  on 
sex  grows  out  of  this;  sex  is  a  way  out  of 
confusion,  a  form  of  intimate  contact 
which  might  make  more  happy  the  lot  of 
the  confused  child  of  a  confused  world. 

Dreiser  presents  more  formally  the  re- 
sult of  conflict  between  the  need  for 
sexual  expression  and  the  repressions  im- 
posed by  the  Puritan  moral  code.  David 
Graham    Phillips    also   does   this   in   his 
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novel,  Susan  Lennox:  Her  Fall  and  Rise. 
His  heroine,  Susan,  is  presented  as  a  su- 
perior and  attractive  girl.  However,  she 
is  socially  ostracized  because  she  was 
born  out  of  wedlock.  She  is  socially  pun- 
ished because  of  her  mother's  "sin."  Both 
Dreiser  and  Phillips  (the  latter  in  a  more 
sentimentally  romantic  vein)  reveal  so- 
cial aspects  of  class  relationships  and 
class  differences  through  their  treatment 
of  sex.  As  a  result  of  social  ostracism, 
Susan  is  driven  out  of  her  class;  she  is 
made  a  victim  of  the  sexual  appetites  of 
men  of  a  superior  class.  This  is  the 
essence  of  her  "fall"  in  the  first  portions 
of  this  work.  Dreiser's  heroines,  Carrie 
Meeber  and  Jennie  Gerhardt,  also  have 
lovers  who  are  of  a  social  class  superior 
to  the  one  from  which  they  come.  Jennie 
is  punished  for  her  sin.  Here,  class  in- 
justice is  involved  in  the  punishment 
which  society  metes  out  to  the  girl  who 
"sins."  Sex  in  works  of  this  kind  serves  as 
a  focus  which  permits  the  author  to  re- 
veal social  consequences  rooted  in  class 
differentiation.  At  the  same  time,  we  are 
shown  the  social  snobbery,  the  social 
hypocrisy,  and  the  double  standard  prev- 
alent in  the  upper  classes. 


In  the  literature  of  the  1920's,  leisure 
and  consumption  are  of  growing  the- 
matic importance.  Also,  the  commodity 
and  commodity  values  become  either  an 
open  or  a  concealed  theme.  Babbitt's 
shallowness,  for  instance,  is  related  to 
the  fact  that  his  social  life  and  his  inner 
world  are  controlled  by  commodities  and 
cash  values.  Even  his  pleasures  are 
bought,  and  a  cash  value  placed  on 
them.  His  thoughts  and  his  life  are  gov- 
erned to  a  great  extent  by  the  fact  that 
he  must  impress  those  who  are  impress- 
ing him  with  cost  prices.  Childish  dis- 
play and  ostentation  are  dominating  fac- 
tors in  his  life.  Babbitt  is  living  on  the 
other  side  of  the  success  dream.  In  a 
small  way,  he  has  become  a  success.  But 


his  individuality  has  been  lost.  In  a  time 
of  standardized  commodities,  he  is  a 
standardized  man.  This  suggests  the  ma- 
jor criticism  Sinclair  Lewis  makes  of 
American  civilization.  The  representative 
American,  Babbitt,  does  not  know  how  to 
use  and  enjoy  his  leisure,  does  not,  with 
his  success  and  greater  leisure,  learn  how 
to  consume  more  civilized  and  more 
sophisticated  cultural  values. 

Other  writers  of  this  period,  for  in- 
stance F.  Scott  Fitzgerald,  Hemingway, 
and  Ring  Lardner,  also  deal  with  the 
theme  of  leisure.  Fitzgerald  describes  the 
social  disillusionments  and  ballroom  ro- 
manticism of  the  young  people  of  the 
upper  classes  and  the  loneliness  of 
Gatsby,  who  gives  large  parties  and  has 
an  extensive  social  life;  yet  he  is  lonely, 
and  his  guests  scarcely  know  him.  Hem- 
ingway's characters  live  in  a  tourist 
world,  and  one  of  their  major  problems 
is  that  of  consuming  time  itself.  It  is  in- 
teresting to  observe  that  his  works  are 
written  from  the  standpoint  of  the  spec- 
tator. His  characters  are  usually  people 
who  are  looking — looking  at  bull  fights, 
scenery,  and  at  one  another  across  cafe 
tables.  Ring  Lardner 's  satire  is  directed 
against  the  snobbery  and  stupidity  of 
people  who  are  trying  to  enjoy  them- 
selves and  do  not  know  how.  Most  of  his 
characters  are  seen  in  their  leisure.  If  we 
see  them  at  work,  it  is  at  some  occupa- 
tion concerned  with  the  amusement  or 
entertainment  of  others.  Thus  he  shows 
us  baseball  players,  prize  fighters,  a  golf 
caddy,  and  songwriters  at  work.  Leisure 
as  a  theme  in  such  works  is  treated  in 
terms  of  satire  and  social  disillusion- 
ment. 


After  the  Depression,  with  the  entry  of 
a  new  generation  into  literature,  we  can 
observe  another  thematic  change  in  re- 
alistic American  fiction.  By  and  large,  the 
plebeian  classes,  the  lower  class,  and  spe- 
cial groups  of  the  American  population 
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were  not  centrally  treated  in  American 
fiction  before  the  end  of  the  Twenties. 
But  suddenly  we  can  observe  the  change. 
It  is  mirrored  in  the  racial  backgrounds 
of  writers,  in  the  themes,  in  the  subjects, 
and  in  the  conditions  of  life  which  are 
treated.  The  orphan  asylum,  the  streets 
of  the  city,  poolrooms,  lower-class  homes 
and  family  life,  the  backward  sections  of 
America,  such  as  parts  of  Georgia  or  the 
decaying  sections  of  New  England,  hobo 
life — all  this  is  introduced  into  the  Amer- 
ican novel  and  short  story,  and  intro- 
duced from  the  inside  rather  than  the  out- 
side. At  the  same  time,  first-  and  second- 
generation  Americans  of  diverse  racial 
and  national  backgrounds  become  char- 
acters in  the  American  novel  and  short 
story. 

With  this,  the  problems  of  lower-class 
childhood  are  carefully  and  realistically 
introduced  into  the  American  novel.  The 
burden  placed  on  the  child  in  society 
which  is  gradually  becoming  more  strati- 
fied is  dealt  with  more  painfully  and  in 
greater  detail  than  was  usually  the  case 
in  earlier  fiction.  One  of  the  first  books 
suggesting  the  new  trend  was  Bottom 
Dogs,  by  Edward  Dahlberg,  a  novel  deal- 
ing with  the  life  of  a  boy  in  an  orphan 
asylum  and  his  subsequent  migratory 
existence.  One  could  use  the  title  of  this 
novel  to  suggest  the  new  emphasis.  A 
bottom-dog  literature,  in  the  social  sense, 
began  to  develop. 

An  important  feature  of  this  literature 
is  that  social  snobbery — thematically 
dealt  with  in  earlier  realistic  novels  (like 
those  of  Dreiser  and  Phillips) — is  re- 
vealed here  as  ugly  racial  prejudice. 
There  should  be  nothing  surprising  in 
this  fact.  Snobbery  and  prejudice  find 
different  outlets  on  different  levels  of  so- 
ciety. The  snobbery  of  the  upper  classes 
is  pressed  down  on  the  lower  classes. 
The  lower  classes  are  undefended  in  the 
face  of  a  class  educational  system  which 
favors  the  sons  and  daughters  of  the 
upper  classes.  Possession  of  money  and 


the  sense  of  security  it  usually  provides 
can  easily  give  a  tone,  a  veneer,  a  seem- 
ing graciousness  to  upper-class  life.  Prej- 
udice in  such  circles  is  a  matter  of  ex- 
cluding others,  of  not  inviting  them  to 
one's  home  or  social  functions.  Toward 
the  bottom  of  the  social  ladder  there  is 
more  interracial  contact.  The  burden 
of  all  social  problems  weighs  down 
most  heavily  on  the  areas  of  lower- 
class  life.  The  personal  psychological 
frustrations  of  those  in  the  lower  classes 
are  additionally  emphasized  by  eco- 
nomic frustration.  Just  as  life  here  is  less 
secure,  it  often  happens  that  the  person- 
ality, also,  is  less  secure.  This  lack  of 
security  commonly  exacerbates  tempers. 
The  struggle  for  place,  money,  and  social 
position  on  the  upper  rungs  is  often 
transformed  into  the  naked  struggle  of 
the  individual  vanities  on  the  lower 
plane.  This  is  all  revealed  in  the  violence 
described  in  some  of  the  realistic  writings 
of  American  plebeian  writers.  A  clear 
example  can  be  found  in  the  short  stories 
of  Richard  Wright,  in  Uncle  Toms  Chil- 
dren, where  we  can  see  lynch  violence 
breaking  out  or  threatening  to  break  out 
over  seeming  coincidences  or  accidents. 
Thus,  a  white  woman  sees  a  colored  boy 
naked  after  he  has  been  swimming.  Co- 
incidences such  as  these,  in  a  society  of 
acute  class  and  racial  tensions,  flare  into 
the  social  tragedy  of  violence. 

Two  of  the  dominant  notes  in  the  best 
of  this  literature  are  tension  and  violence 
— inner  tension,  expressed  in  frustration, 
frequently  that  of  children,  and  violence 
on  the  physical  plane.  The  class,  group, 
and  racial  tensions  in  American  society 
produce  frustration  and  violence  when 
there  is  a  world  or  society  of  isolated  and 
more-or-less  estranged  individuals  who 
express  their  natures  in  a  savage  personal 
struggle  of  vanities.  When  you  do  not 
express  your  vanity  through  money  and 
social  position,  you  do  it  by  your  fists,  by 
your  sexual  conquests,  and  by  your  lan- 
guage of  insult  and  aggression.  Even  the 
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dialogue  of  this  literature  is  frequently 
sharp  and  violent. 

This  bottom-dog  literature,  a  literature 
that  is  sharply  realistic  and  that  depicts 
conditions  of  dirt,  physical  misery,  and 
inner  frustration,  is  also  a  literature  that 
introduces  the  plebeian  classes  on  a  more 
human  level  than  was  the  case  (with  per- 
haps a  few  exceptions)  in  American 
writings  before  the  late  1920's  and  early 
1930's.  It  implicitly  asserts  the  human- 
ity of  its  characters;  this  constitutes  its 
most  positive  value.  It  boldly  introduces 
men  and  women  and  boys  and  girls  of 
the  lowest  social  stratum  as  human  beings 
whose  problems  and  whose  feelings  de- 
mand the  urgent  attention  of  the  serious 
reading  public  of  America.  The  boy  on 
the  street,  the  uneducated  Negro,  the 
sharecropper,  the  worker,  and  many 
others  are  here  introduced,  irrevocably, 
into  the  consciousness  of  America. 

And  with  Black  Boy,  by  Richard 
Wright,  the  problem  of  awareness,  of 
development,  is  shown  to  be  as  important 
among  the  lower  strata  of  American  so- 
ciety as  in  the  world  of  Henry  James. 
This  bottom-dog  literature  has  now  be- 
gun to  combine  a  treatment  of  awareness 
with  an  account  of  conditions  of  life  in 
America. 

In  this  new  literature,  characteriza- 
tions are  developed  without  acceptance 
of  prevailing  stereotypes.  Just  as  earlier 
realistic  writing  turned  upside  down  the 
attitudes  and  editorial  affirmations  of  the 
American  dream,  so  this  literature  has 
done  away  with  the  stereotypes  of  the 
stage  Irishman,  the  stage  Negro,  the 
stage  Jew  of  earlier  popular  writing.  One 
of  the  social  implications  or  meanings  of 
this  work  is  that  it  breaks — in  fact,  it 
tears  to  ribbons — the  earlier  stereotypes 
associated  with  the  American  melting 
pot.  By  and  large,  this  literature  is  one 
of  realistic  statement.  It  states  social 
problems,  not  in  terms  of  generalizations 
but  rather  in  terms  of  direct  character- 
ization,   of    the    immediacy    of   life    de- 


scribed on  the  printed  page.  If  we  define 
social  causation  as  the  more  deeply  in- 
fluential economic  and  social  forces  in  a 
society,  which  affect  all  the  members  in 
that  society,  we  can  then  say  that,  in 
this  literature,  social  causation  is  trans- 
lated into  individual  motivation  and  into 
immediacy  of  action,  thought,  dream, 
and  word.  This  literature  deals  concretely 
and  directly  with  the  major  phases  of 
American  life  which  now  seriously  in- 
terest scores  of  sociologists,  social  work- 
ers, psychiatrists,  criminologists,  jurists, 
and  others.  It  seeks  to  present  in  the  more 
humanizing  terms  of  literature  much  of 
what  the  newspapers  sensationalize  and 
view  with  alarm.  Often  it  tells  us  what 
the  quality  of  life  is  really  like  among 
"one-third  of  the  nation." 

It  is  easy  to  confuse  such  writings  with 
neo-populist  works  on  "the  common 
man"  that  sentimentalize  poverty  and 
point  up  an  editorialized  national  unity 
and  a  verbally  formalized  affirmation  of 
democracy  that  exudes  snobbery  when 
evidence  daily  substantiates  the  conclu- 
sion that  American  class  society  is  torn 
apart  and  exacerbated  by  class,  group, 
and  racial  tensions.  If  one  sees  the  per- 
tinence in  the  obvious  point  that,  in  order 
to  make  men  better,  you  must  first  tell 
them  what  they  are  like,  it  is  easier  to 
make  distinctions  between  these  two 
types  of  writing.  There  is  always  a  gap 
between  conventional  images  of  life  and 
life  as  it  is  lived.  Realistic  writing  has 
constantly  sought  to  narrow  that  gap. 
Earlier  in  the  present  century,  American 
realistic  writing  had  the  effect  of  tearing 
away  conventional  images  of  the  Amer- 
ican dream,  of  sex,  and  of  the  social 
snobbery  of  the  upper  classes;  in  the  last 
decade  and  a  half,  a  major  impact  of 
American  realistic  writing  has  been  the 
tearing  apart  of  conventional  images  of 
life  among  the  lower  strata.  Thus  the 
realistic  writers  of  America  have  con- 
tributed to  social  thinking  by  setting 
down  in  fictional  form  material  that  can 
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help    to    create   wider   consciousness    of 
what  life  is  like  in  America. 

If  this  literature  is  appreciated  as  a 
fictional  account  of  the  quality  of  many 
American  lives,  it  may  then  be  a  little 
easier  to  tear  aside  the  conventional  false 
images:  it  will  be  possible  to  make  people 
try  to  see  more  directly,  more  clearly. 
Literature  is  not,  in  itself,  a  means  of 
solving  problems:  these  can  be  solved 
only  by  action,  by  social  and  political 
action.  But  realistic  literature  can  and 
should  serve  as  a  means  of  helping  peo- 
ple discover  more  about  themselves  and 
about  the  conditions  of  life  around  them. 
And  the  best  of  American  realistic  litera- 
ture can  be  shown  to  have  contributed 
toward  this  effort.  This  analysis  (neces- 
sarily sketchy  because  of  the  limitation 
of  space)  is  an  attempt  to  show  in  what 
way  we  should  approach  the  problem  of 
evaluating  American  literature  by  seeing 
it  as  a  body  of  works  that  reveal  how 
American  realists  have  struggled  to  pin 
down  important  aspects  of  the  realities 
of  living  in  America,  here  and  now. 


Richard  Chase 
*  1914- 


Richard  Chase,  who  teaches  literature  at 
Columbia  University,  is  known  to  stu- 
dents of  American  writings  as  author  of 
studies  on  Herman  Melville,  Emily  Dick- 
inson, and  Walt  Whitman.  He  has  broken 
new  paths  in  these  and  in  the  demo- 
cratic vista  of  1958,  which  is  a  dia- 
logue on  attitudes  toward  our  achieve- 
ment in  literature,  but  he  discovers  vital- 
izing suggestions  along  older  paths  also. 
"The  Broken  Circuit"  appeared  in  its 
present  form  in  the  anchor  review  for 
1957  and,  slightly  revised  and  expanded, 
in  1959  as  the  first  chapter  of  the  Amer- 


ican   NOVEL    AND    ITS    TRADITION,    which 

speaks  at  greater  length  than  Simms  and 
Hawthorne  on  subjects  which  they  had 
introduced. 


The  Broken  Circuit:  Romance 
and  the  American  Novel 

The  imagination  that  has  produced  much 
of  the  best  and  most  characteristic  Amer- 
ican fiction — that  of  Charles  Brockden 
Brown,  Cooper,  Hawthorne,  Melville, 
Henry  James,  Mark  Twain,  Frank  Norris, 
Faulkner,  and  Hemingway,  among  others 
— has  been  shaped  by  the  contradictions 
and  not  by  the  unities  and  harmonies  of 
our  culture.  In  a  sense  this  may  be  true 
of  all  literatures  of  whatever  time  and 
place.  Nevertheless  there  are  some  litera- 
tures which  take  their  form  and  tone 
from  polarities,  opposites,  and  irrecon- 
cilables,  but  are  content  to  rest  in  and 
sustain  them,  or  to  resolve  them  into 
unities,  if  at  all,  only  by  special  and 
limited  means.  The  American  novel 
tends  to  rest  in  contradictions  and  among 
extreme  ranges  of  experience.  When  it 
attempts  to  resolve  contradictions,  it  does 
so  in  oblique,  morally  equivocal  ways. 
As  a  general  rule  it  does  so  either  in 
melodramatic  actions  or  in  pastoral  idyls, 
although  intermixed  with  both  one  may 
find  the  stirring  instabilities  of  "American 
humor."  These  qualities  constitute  the 
uniqueness  of  that  branch  of  the  novelis- 
tic  tradition  which  has  flourished  in  this 
country.  They  help  to  account  for  the 
strong  element  of  "romance"  in  the 
American  "novel." 

Briefly,  and  hence  dogmatically,  the 
contradictions  which  have  vivified  and 
excited  the  American  imagination  seem 
traceable  to  these  historical  facts.  First, 
there  is  the  dual  allegiance  of  the  Amer- 
ican, who  in  his  intellectual  culture  be- 
longs both  to  the  old  world  and  the  new. 
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Second,  there  is  the  solitary  position 
man  has  been  placed  in  in  this  country, 
vis-a-vis  the  state  and  mankind  in  gen- 
eral— a  position  enforced,  as  Tocqueville 
points  out,  by  the  very  institutions  of 
democracy  as  those  evolved  in  the 
eighteenth  and  nineteenth  centuries.  In 
aristocratic  societies  there  was  a  shared 
body  of  inherited  habits,  attitudes,  and 
institutions  that  stood  in  a  mediating 
position  between  the  individual  and  the 
state.  But  when  democratic  man  con- 
templates his  situation,  as  Tocqueville 
says,  he  is  conscious  of  the  stark,  un- 
mediated  opposition  between  himself 
and  "the  immense  form  of  society"  and 
"the  still  more  imposing  aspect  of  man- 
kind." The  ingrained  tendency  to  con- 
ceive reality  as  involving  irreconcilable 
contradictions  was  enforced  also  by  New 
England  Puritanism,  which  starkly  op- 
posed the  individual  to  his  God,  and  per- 
haps by  the  frontier  experience,  which 
opposed  the  individual  to  the  immense 
form,  not  of  society,  but  of  nature. 

Third,  there  is  the  special  character 
of  New  England  Puritanism,  which  not 
only  harshly  confronted  man  with  his 
God  but  which  took  on  a  positively 
Manichaean  quality.  It  is  this  quality 
which  affects  writers  like  Hawthorne  and 
Melville  and  enters  deeply  into  the  na- 
tional consciousness,  reappearing,  for 
example,  in  the  mythology  of  Populism. 
From  the  historical  point  of  view,  New 
England  Puritanism  was  a  backsliding  in 
religion  as  momentous  in  shaping  the 
imagination  as  the  cultural  reversion 
Cooper  studied  on  the  frontier  (see  es- 
pecially Chapter  VI  of  The  Prairie).  For, 
at  least  as  apprehended  by  the  literary 
imagination,  New  England  Puritanism — 
with  its  grand  metaphors  of  election  and 
damnation,  its  opposition  of  the  kingdom 
of  light  and  the  kingdom  of  darkness,  its 
eternal  and  autonomous  contraries  of 
good  and  evil — seems  to  have  recap- 
tured the  Manichaean  sensibility.  The 
American    imagination,    like    the    New 


England  Puritan  mind  itself,  seems  less 
interested  in  redemption  than  in  the 
melodrama  of  the  eternal  struggle  of 
good  and  evil,  less  interested  in  incarna- 
tion and  reconciliation  than  in  alienation 
and  disorder.  If  we  may  suppose  our- 
selves correct  in  tracing  to  this  origin  the 
prevalence  in  the  American  novel  of  the 
symbols  of  light  and  dark,  we  may 
doubtless  suppose  also  that  this  sensibil- 
ity has  been  enhanced  by  the  racial  com- 
position of  our  people  and  by  the  Civil 
War  that  was  fought,  if  more  in  legend 
than  in  fact,  over  the  Negro. 

In  contrast  to  the  American  novel,  the 
English  novel  has  followed  a  middle 
way.  It  is  notable  for  its  great  practical 
sanity,  its  powerful,  engrossing  composi- 
tion of  wide  ranges  of  experience  into  a 
moral  centrality  and  equability  of  judg- 
ment. Oddity,  distortion  of  personality, 
dislocations  of  normal  life,  recklessness 
of  behavior,  malignancy  of  motive — 
these  the  English  novel  has  included.  Yet 
the  profound  poetry  of  disorder  we  find 
in  the  American  novel  is  missing,  with 
rare  exceptions,  from  the  English.  Radi- 
cal maladjustments  and  contradictions 
are  reported  but  are  seldom  of  the  es- 
sence of  form  in  the  English  novel,  and 
although  it  is  no  stranger  to  suffering  and 
defeat  or  to  triumphant  joy  either,  it 
gives  the  impression  of  absorbing  all  ex- 
tremes, all  maladjustments  and  contra- 
dictions into  a  normative  view  of  life.  In 
doing  so,  it  shows  itself  to  derive  from 
the  two  great  influences  that  stand  be- 
hind it — classic  tragedy  and  Christian- 
ity. The  English  novel  has  not,  of  course, 
always  been  strictly  speaking,  tragic  or 
Christian.  Often  it  has  been  comic,  but 
often,  too,  in  that  superior  form  of  com- 
edy which  approaches  tragedy.  Usually 
it  has  been  realistic  or,  in  the  philosophi- 
cal sense  of  the  word,  "naturalistic."  Yet 
even  its  peculiar  kind  of  gross  poetic 
naturalism  has  preserved  something  of 
the  two  great  traditions  that  formed 
English    literature.    The    English    novel, 
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that  is,  follows  the  tendency  of  tragic  art 
and  Christian  art,  which  characteris- 
tically move  through  contradictions  to 
forms  of  harmony,  reconciliation,  cathar- 
sis, and  transfiguration. 

Judging  by  our  greatest  novels,  the 
American  imagination,  even  when  it 
wishes  to  assuage  and  reconcile  the  con- 
tradictions of  life,  has  not  been  stirred 
by  the  possibility  of  catharsis  or  incarna- 
tion, by  the  tragic  or  Christian  possibil- 
ity. It  has  been  stirred,  rather,  by  the 
aesthetic  possibilities  of  radical  forms  of 
alienation,  contradiction,  and  disorder. 

The  essential  difference  between  the 
American  novel  and  the  English  will  be 
strongly  pointed  up  to  any  reader  of 
F.  R.  Leavis'  The  Great  Tradition.  Mr. 
Leavis'  "great  tradition"  of  the  novel  is 
really  Anglo-American,  and  it  includes 
not  only  Jane  Austen,  George  Eliot,  Con- 
rad, and  Henry  James  but,  apparently, 
in  one  of  its  branches  Hawthorne  and 
Melville.  The  American  novel  is  obvi- 
ously a  development  from  the  English 
tradition.  At  least  it  was,  down  to  1880 
or  1890.  For  at  that  time  our  novelists 
began  to  turn  to  French  and  Russian 
models  and  the  English  influence  has 
decreased  steadily  ever  since.  The  more 
extreme  imagination  of  the  French  and 
Russian  novelists  has  clearly  been  more 
in  accord  with  the  purposes  of  modern 
American  writers  than  has  the  English 
imagination.  True,  an  American  reader 
of  Mr.  Leavis'  book  will  have  little 
trouble  in  giving  a  very  general  assent 
to  his  very  general  proposition  about  the 
Anglo-American  tradition.  Nevertheless, 
he  will  also  be  forced  constantly  to  pro- 
test that  there  is  another  tradition  of 
which  Mr.  Leavis  does  not  seem  to  be 
aware,  a  tradition  which  includes  most 
of  the  best  American  novels. 

Ultimately,  it  does  not  matter  much 
whether  one  insists  that  there  are  really 
two  traditions,  the  English  and  the 
American  (leaving  aside  the  question  of 
what  writers  each  might  be  said  to  com- 


prise) or  whether  one  insists  merely  that 
there  is  a  radical  divergence  within  one 
tradition.  All  I  hold  out  for  is  a  pro- 
visional recognition  of  the  divergence  as 
a  necessary  step  towards  understanding 
and  appreciation  of  the  American  novel. 
The  divergence  is  brought  home  to  an 
American  reader  of  Mr.  Leavis'  book 
when,  for  example,  he  comes  across  the 
brief  note  allotted  to  the  Brontes.  Here 
is  Mr.  Leavis'  comment  on  Emily  Bronte: 

I  have  said  nothing  about  Wuthering  Heights 
because  that  astonishing  work  seems  to  me 
a  kind  of  sport  .  .  .  she  broke  completely, 
and  in  the  most  astonishing  way,  both  with 
the  Scott  tradition  that  imposed  on  the  novel- 
ist a  romantic  resolution  of  his  themes,  and 
with  the  tradition  coming  down  from  the 
eighteenth  century  that  demanded  a  plane- 
mirror  reflection  of  the  surface  of  'real'  life. 
Out  of  her  a  minor  tradition  comes,  to  which 
belongs,  most  notably,  The  House  with  the 
Green  Shutters. 

Of  course  Mr.  Leavis  is  right;  in  relation 
to  the  great  tradition  of  the  English 
novel,  Wuthering  Heights  is  indeed  a 
sport.  But  suppose  it  were  discovered 
that  Wuthering  Heights  was  written  by 
an  American  of  New  England  Calvinist 
or  southern  Presbyterian  background. 
The  novel  would  be  astonishing  and 
unique  no  matter  who  wrote  it  or  where. 
But  if  it  were  an  American  novel  it 
would  not  be  a  sport;  it  has  too  close  an 
affinity  with  too  many  American  novels, 
and  among  them  some  of  the  best.  Like 
many  American  fictions  Wuthering 
Heights  proceeds  from  an  imagination 
that  is  essentially  melodramatic,  that 
operates  among  radical  contradictions 
and  renders  reality  indirectly  or  poeti- 
cally, thus  breaking,  as  Mr.  Leavis  ob- 
serves, with  the  traditions  that  require 
a  surface  rendering  of  real  life  and  a 
resolution  of  themes,  "romantic"  or 
otherwise. 

Those  readers  who  make  a  dogma  out 
of  Mr.  Leavis'  views  are  thus  proprietors 
of  an  Anglo-American  tradition  in  which 
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many  of  the  most  interesting  and  original 
and  several  of  the  greatest  American 
novels  are  sports.  Charles  Brockden 
Brown's  Wieland  is  a  sport,  and  so  are 
The  Scarlet  Letter  and  The  Blithedale 
Romance,  Moby  Dick,  Pierre,  and  The 
Confidence  Man,  Huckleberry  Finn,  The 
Red  Badge  of  Courage,  McTeague,  As  I 
Lay  Dying,  The  Sun  Also  Rises — all  are 
eccentric,  in  their  differing  ways,  to  a 
tradition  of  which,  let  us  say,  Middle- 
march  is  a  standard  representative.  Not 
one  of  them  has  any  close  kinship  with 
the  massive,  temperate,  moralistic  ren- 
dering of  life  and  thought  we  associate 
with  Mr.  Leavis'  "great  tradition." 

The  English  novel,  one  might  say,  has 
been  a  kind  of  imperial  enterprise,  an 
appropriation  of  reality  with  the  high 
purpose  of  bringing  order  to  disorder. 
By  contrast,  as  Lawrence  observed  in 
his  Studies  in  Classic  American  Litera- 
ture, the  American  novel  has  usually 
seemed  content  to  explore,  rather  than 
to  appropriate  and  civilize,  the  remarka- 
ble and  in  some  ways  unexampled  terri- 
tories of  life  in  the  new  world  and  to 
reflect  its  anomalies  and  dilemmas.  It 
has  not  wanted  to  build  an  imperium 
but  merely  to  discover  a  new  place  and 
a  new  state  of  mind.  Explorers  see  more 
deeply,  darkly,  privately,  and  disinter- 
estedly than  imperialists,  who  must  per- 
force be  circumspect  and  prudential.  The 
American  novel  is  more  profound  and 
clairvoyant  than  the  English  novel,  but 
by  the  same  token  it  is  narrower  and 
more  arbitrary,  and  it  tends  to  carve  out 
of  experience  brilliant,  highly  wrought 
fragments  rather  than  massive  unities. 

In  the  history  of  the  American  novel, 
the  tradition  of  romance  is  major, 
whereas  in  the  history  of  the  English 
novel  it  is  minor.  True,  nothing  is  to  be 
gained  by  trying  to  separate  too  sharply 
the  romance  from  the  novel.  One  of  their 
chief  advantages  is  that,  as  literary  forms 
go,  they  are  relatively  loose  and  flexible. 
But    especially    in    discussing   American 


literature,  these  terms  have  to  be  defined 
closely  enough  to  distinguish  between 
them,  even  though  the  distinction  itself 
may  sometimes  be  meaningless  as  ap- 
plied to  a  given  book  and  even  though, 
following  usage,  one  ordinarily  uses  the 
word  "novel"  to  describe  a  book  like 
Cooper's  The  Prairie  which  might  more 
accurately  be  called  a  "romance"  or  a 
"romance-novel." 

Doubtless  the  main  difference  be- 
tween the  novel  and  the  romance  is  the 
way  in  which  they  view  reality.  The 
novel  renders  reality  closely  and  in  com- 
prehensive detail.  It  takes  a  group  of 
people  and  sets  them  going  about  the 
business  of  life.  We  come  to  see  these 
people  in  their  real  complexity  of  tem- 
perament and  motive.  They  are  in  ex- 
plicable relation  to  nature,  to  each  other, 
to  their  social  class,  to  their  own  past. 
Character  is  more  important  than  action 
and  plot,  and  probably  the  tragic  or 
comic  actions  of  the  narrative  will  have 
the  primary  purpose  of  enhancing  our 
knowledge  of  and  feeling  for  an  impor- 
tant character,  a  group  of  characters,  or 
a  way  of  life.  The  events  that  occur  will 
usually  be  plausible,  given  the  circum- 
stances, and  if  the  novelist  includes  a 
violent  or  sensational  occurrence  in  his 
plot,  he  will  introduce  it  only  into  such 
scenes  as  have  been  (in  the  words  of 
Percy  Lubbock)  "already  prepared  to 
vouch  for  it."  Historically,  as  it  has  often 
been  said,  the  novel  has  served  the  inter- 
ests and  aspirations  of  an  insurgent  mid- 
dle class. 

By  contrast  the  romance,  following 
distantly  the  medieval  example,  feels 
free  to  render  reality  in  less  volume  and 
detail.  It  tends  to  prefer  action  to  char- 
acter, and  action  will  be  freer  in  a  ro- 
mance than  in  a  novel,  encountering,  as 
it  were,  less  resistance  from  reality.  (This 
is  not  always  true,  as  we  see  in  what 
might  be  called  the  static  romances  of 
Hawthorne,  in  which  the  author  uses  the 
allegorical,  rather  than  the  dramatic,  pos- 
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sibilities  of  the  form.)  The  romance  can 
flourish  without  providing  much  in- 
tricacy of  relation.  The  characters,  prob- 
ably rather  two-dimensional  types,  will 
not  be  complexly  related  to  each  other 
or  to  society  or  to  the  past.  Human  be- 
ings will  on  the  whole  be  shown  in  ideal 
relation — that  is,  they  will  share  emo- 
tions only  after  these  have  become  ab- 
stract or  symbolic.  To  be  sure,  characters 
may  become  profoundly  involved  in 
some  way,  as  in  Hawthorne  or  Melville, 
but  it  will  be  a  deep  and  narrow,  an  ob- 
sessive, involvement.  In  American  ro- 
mances it  will  not  matter  much  what 
class  people  come  from,  and  where  the 
novelist  would  arouse  our  interest  in  a 
character  by  exploring  his  origin,  the 
romancer  will  probably  do  so  by  en- 
veloping it  in  mystery.  Character  itself 
becomes,  then,  somewhat  abstract  and 
ideal,  so  much  so  in  some  romances  that 
it  seems  to  be  merely  a  function  of  plot. 
The  plot  we  may  expect  to  be  highly  col- 
ored. Astonishing  events  may  occur,  and 
these  are  likely  to  have  a  symbolic  or 
perhaps  ideological,  rather  than  a  realis- 
tic, plausibility.  Being  less  committed  to 
the  immediate  rendition  of  reality  than 
the  novel,  the  romance  will  more  freely 
veer  toward  mythic,  allegorical,  and  sym- 
bolistic forms. 

Although  some  of  the  best  works  of 
American  fiction  have  to  be  called,  for 
purposes  of  criticism,  romances  rather 
than  novels,  we  would  be  pursuing  a 
chimera  if  we  tried,  except  provisionally, 
to  isolate  a  literary  form  known  as  the 
American  prose  romance,  as  distin- 
guished from  the  European  or  the  Amer- 
ican novel.  In  actuality  the  romances  of 
our  literature,  like  European  prose  ro- 
mances, are  literary  hybrids,  unique  only 
in  their  peculiar  but  widely  differing 
amalgamation  of  novelistic  and  romance 
elements.  Obviously,  our  fiction  is  his- 
torically a  branch  of  the  European  tradi- 
tion of  the  novel.  And  it  is  the  better  part 
of  valor  in  the  critic  to  understand  the 


American  romances  as  adaptations  of 
traditional  novelistic  procedures  to  new 
cultural  conditions  and  new  aesthetic  as- 
pirations. It  will  not  damage  our  ap- 
preciation of  the  originality  and  value  of 
Moby  Dick  or  The  Blithedale  Romance 
to  say  that  they  both  seem  to  begin  as 
novels  but  then  veer  off  into  the  prov- 
ince of  romance,  in  the  one  case  making 
a  supreme  triumph,  in  the  other,  a  some- 
what dubious  but  interesting  medley  of 
genres  and  intentions.  Speaking  gener- 
ally, one  may  say  that  when  the  Ameri- 
can novelists  depart  from  the  novelistic 
tradition,  they  do  so,  with  variations,  by 
way  of  melodrama  or  pastoral  idyl,  often 
both. 

Most  of  the  American  writers  of  fic- 
tion, from  Brown  and  Cooper  to  Norris, 
have  described  themselves  as  romancers 
rather  than  novelists.  In  the  Preface  to 
The  Yemassee  (1835),  for  example,  Wil- 
liam Gilmore  Simms  dwells  at  length  on 
this  distinction.  Echoing  Cooper  and 
Scott,  as  well  as  Aristotle's  Poetics,  he 
describes  "modern  Romance"  as  the  new 
form  of  epic.  Epic  turned  out  to  be  an 
important  source  of  romance  in  Ameri- 
can fiction,  but,  outside  of  Moby  Dick, 
Cooper's  The  Prairie,  and  one  or  two 
other  books,  not  a  major  source. 

Hawthorne's  brief  prefaces  to  his 
longer  works  explain  and  defend  for  the 
first  time  the  distinctively  American  art 
of  romance.  And  it  is  in  Hawthorne  that 
some  of  the  considerable  psychological 
and  intellectual  possibilities  of  romance 
are  first  explored.  As  he  sees  the  prob- 
lem confronting  the  American  author,  it 
consists  in  the  necessity  of  finding  (in 
the  words  of  the  Introduction  to  The 
Scarlet  Letter)  "sl  neutral  territory,  some- 
where between  the  real  world  and  fairy- 
land, where  the  Actual  and  the  Imagi- 
nary may  meet,  and  each  imbue  itself 
with  the  nature  of  the  other."  Romance 
is,  as  we  see,  a  kind  of  "border"  fiction, 
whether  the  field  of  action  is  in  the 
neutral  territory  between  civilization  and 
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the  wilderness,  as  in  the  adventure  tales 
of  Cooper  and  Simms  or  whether,  as  in 
Hawthorne  and  later  romancers,  the  field 
of  action  is  conceived  not  so  much  as  a 
place  as  a  state  of  mind — the  borderland 
of  the  human  mind  where  the  actual 
and  the  imaginary  intermingle.  Romance 
does  not  plant  itself,  like  the  novel,  sol- 
idly in  the  midst  of  the  actual.  Nor  when 
it  is  memorable,  does  it  escape  into  the 
purely  imaginary. 

In  saying,  as  he  does  in  the  preface 
to  The  House  of  the  Seven  Gables,  that 
no  matter  what  its  extravagances  ro- 
mance must  not  "swerve  aside  from  the 
truth  of  the  human  heart,"  Hawthorne 
was  in  effect  announcing  the  definitive 
adaptation  of  romance  to  America.  To 
keep  fiction  in  touch  with  the  human 
heart  is  to  give  it  a  universal  human  sig- 
nificance. But  this  cannot  be  done 
memorably  in  prose  fiction,  even  in  the 
relatively  loose  form  of  the  romance, 
without  giving  it  a  local  significance.  The 
truth  of  the  heart  as  pictured  in  romance 
may  be  more  generic  or  archetypal  than 
in  the  novel;  it  may  be  rendered  less 
concretely;  but  it  must  still  be  made  to 
belong  to  a  time  and  a  place.  Surely 
Hawthorne's  romances  do.  In  his  writ- 
ings romance  was  made  for  the  first  time 
to  respond  to  the  particular  demands 
of  an  American  imagination  and  to  mir- 
ror, in  certain  limited  ways,  the  Ameri- 
can mind. 

Among  others,  Melville,  James,  Mark 
Twain,  Norris,  Faulkner,  and  Heming- 
way comprise  the  tradition  of  the  ro- 
mance-novel established  by  Cooper, 
Brown,  Simms,  and  Hawthorne.  But 
there  is,  it  should  be  parenthetically 
noted,  a  second  stream  of  romance.  This 
is  the  stream,  justly  contemned  by  Mark 
Twain  and  James,  which  descends  di- 
rectly from  Scott  and  includes  John 
Esten  Cooke's  Surry  of  Eagle's  Nest 
(1866),  Lew  Wallace's  Ben  Hur  (1880), 
Charles  Major's  When  Knighthood  Was 
in  Flower  (1898),  and  later  books  like 


Gone  With  the  Wind  and  the  historical 
tales  of  Kenneth  Roberts.  Although  these 
works  may  have  their  points,  according 
to  the  taste  of  the  reader,  they  are,  his- 
torically considered,  the  tag  end  of  a 
European  tradition  that  begins  in  the 
Middle  Ages  and  has  come  down  into 
our  own  literature  without  responding 
to  the  forms  of  imagination  which  the 
actualities  of  American  life  have  in- 
spired. 

In  the  preceding  pages  I  have  tried  to 
formulate  preliminary  definitions  of  "ro- 
mance" and  the  "novel"  and  then  to  look 
briefly  at  the  matter  from  a  historical 
point  of  view.  In  order  to  amplify  the 
discussion,  both  in  the  abstract  and  the 
concrete,  it  will  be  of  value  at  this  point 
to  return,  with  the  aid  of  Henry  James' 
prefaces,  to  the  question  of  definition. 
In  doing  so,  I  shall  risk  repeating  one  or 
two  observations  which  have  already 
been  made. 

The  first  four  prefaces  James  wrote 
for  the  New  York  edition  of  his  works 
set  forth,  or  at  least  allude  to,  the  main 
items  of  his  credo  as  a  novelist,  and  al- 
though they  are  perhaps  well  known, 
there  may  be  some  advantage  in  look- 
ing them  over  again  before  noticing  what 
James  had  to  say  directly  about  the  rela- 
tion of  the  romance  to  the  novel.  The 
four  prefaces  are  those  to  Roderick  Hud- 
son, The  American,  The  Portrait  of  a 
Lady,  and  The  Princess  Casamassima. 

We  might  take  as  a  motto  this  sen- 
tence from  the  preface  to  The  Princess: 
"Experience,  as  I  see  it,  is  our  appre- 
hension and  our  measure  of  what  hap- 
pens to  us  as  social  creatures."  Although 
James  himself  does  not  overtly  contrast 
his  procedure  with  that  of  romance  until 
he  comes  to  the  preface  to  The  Ameri- 
can, we  shall  be  justified  in  ourselves 
making  the  contrast,  since  James  is  ob- 
viously seeking  to  show,  among  other 
things,  how  the  imperfections  of  romance 
may  be  avoided.  And  thus  we  reflect 
that,  in  a  romance,  "experience"  has  less 
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to  do  with  human  beings  as  "social  crea- 
tures" than  as  individuals.  Heroes,  vil- 
lains, victims,  legendary  types  confront- 
ing other  individuals  or  confronting  mys- 
terious or  otherwise  dire  forces — this  is 
what  we  meet  in  romances. 

When  James  tells  us  that  the  art  of 
the  novel  is  the  "art  of  representation," 
the  practice  of  which  spreads  "round  us 
in  a  widening,  not  in  a  narrow  circle," 
we  reflect  on  the  relative  paucity  of 
"representation"  in  the  older  American 
romances  and  their  tendency  towards  a 
concentrated  and  narrow  profundity. 
Again  we  hear  that  "development"  is 
"of  the  very  essence  of  the  novelist's 
process,"  and  we  recall  how  in  romances 
characters  appear  really  to  be  given 
quantities  rather  than  emerging  and 
changing  organisms  responding  to  their 
circumstances  as  these  themselves  de- 
velop one  out  of  another.  For  if  char- 
acters change  in  a  romance,  let's  say  as 
Captain  Ahab  in  Moby  Dick  or  the  Rev- 
erend Dimmesdale  in  The  Scarlet  Letter 
changes,  we  are  not  shown  a  "develop- 
ment"; we  are  left  rather  with  an  ele- 
ment of  mystery,  as  with  Ahab,  or  a 
simplified  and  conventionalized  altera- 
tion of  character,  as  with  Dimmesdale. 
Similarly,  the  episodes  of  romance  tend 
to  follow  each  other  without  ostensible 
causation;  here  too  there  is  likely  to  be 
an  element  either  of  mystery  or  conven- 
tion. To  "treat"  a  subject,  James  says,  is 
to  "exhibit  .  .  .  relations";  and  the 
novelist  "is  in  the  perpetual  predicament 
that  the  continuity  of  things  is  the  whole 
matter,  for  him,  of  comedy  and  tragedy." 
But  in  a  romance  much  may  be  made  of 
unrelatedness,  of  alienation  and  discon- 
tinuity, for  the  romancer  operates  in  a 
universe  that  is  less  coherent  than  that 
of  the  novelist. 

As  for  the  setting,  James  says  that  it  is 
not  enough  merely  to  report  what  it 
seems  to  the  author  to  be,  in  however 
minute  detail.  The  great  thing  is  to  get 


into  the  novel  not  only  the  setting  but 
somebody's  sense  of  the  setting.  We  re- 
call that  in  The  Scarlet  Letter  the  set- 
ting, although  sketchy,  is  pictorially  very 
beautiful  and  symbolically  apropos.  But 
none  of  the  characters  has  a  sense  of  the 
setting;  that  is  all  in  the  author's  mind 
and  hence  the  setting  is  never  drama- 
tized but  remains  instead  a  handsomely 
tapestried  backdrop.  In  Moby  Dick  the 
setting  is  less  inert;  it  becomes,  in  fact,  a 
kind  of  "enveloping  action."  Still,  only  in 
some  of  the  scenes  do  we  have  Ishmael's 
sense  of  the  setting;  during  most  of  the 
book  Ishmael  himself  is  all  but  banished 
as  a  dramatic  presence. 

The  whole  question  of  the  "point  of 
command"  or  "point  of  view"  or  "center 
of  intelligence"  is  too  complicated  to  go 
into  here.  Suffice  it  to  say  that  the  allot- 
ment of  awareness,  the  question  of  what 
character  shall  be  specially  conscious  of 
the  meaning  of  what  happens  to  and 
around  him  so  that  we  see  events  and 
people  more  or  less  through  his  eyes, 
thus  gaining  a  sense  of  dramatic  coher- 
ence^— these  questions  are  less  and  less 
pertinent  as  fiction  approaches  pure  ro- 
mance. Natty  Bumppo  need  be  conscious 
only  of  what  the  Indians  are  going  to  do 
next.  Hawthorne's  Chillingworth  and 
Melville's  Ahab  are  clairvoyantly  con- 
scious, but  with  a  profoundly  obsessive 
distortion  of  the  truth.  They  are  not 
placed  in  context  in  order  to  give  con- 
crete dramatic  form  to  a  large  part  of 
what  the  author  sees,  as  is  the  "point  of 
command"  in  a  James  novel;  all  we  learn 
from  them  is  how  they  see.  And  in  The 
Blithedale  Romance,  the  dyed-in-the- 
wool  romancer  Hawthorne  merely  proves 
that  you  mustn't  have  a  central  observer 
in  your  story,  because  if  you  do  you  sim- 
ply point  up  the  faults  of  romance  and 
admit  your  incapacity  to  follow  out  a 
fully  developed  novelistic  procedure.  In 
the  romance  too  much  depends  on  mys- 
tery and  bewilderment  to  risk  a  generally 


The  Broken  Circuit:  Romance  and  the  American  Novel 


277 


receptive  intelligence  in  the  midst  of 
things.  Too  often  the  effect  you  are  after 
depends  on  a  universe  that  is  felt  to  be 
irrational,  contradictory,  and  melodra- 
matic— whereas  the  effect  of  a  central 
intelligence  is  to  produce  a  sense  of  veri- 
similitude and  dramatic  coherence. 

One  or  two  further  items  from  the 
prefaces  may  point  up  the  contrast.  A 
character,  especially  "the  flctive  hero," 
as  James  says,  "successfully  appeals  to 
us  only  as  an  eminent  instance,  as  emi- 
nent as  we  like,  of  our  own  conscious 
kind."  He  must  not  be  "a  morbidly  spe- 
cial case" — but  in  romance  he  may  well 
be.  Again,  says  James,  when  economy 
demands  the  suppression  of  parts  of  the 
possible  story  they  must  not  be  merely 
"eliminated";  they  must  be  foreshort- 
ened, summarized,  compressed,  but 
nevertheless  brought  to  bear  on  the 
whole.  But  in  the  looser  universe  of  the 
romance,  we  may  think  "elimination" 
will  be  less  criminal,  and  unexplained 
hiatuses  and  discontinuities  may  posi- 
tively contribute  to  the  effect.  To  take 
an  obvious  case,  in  Moby  Dick  we  are 
content  to  think  the  sudden  elimination 
of  Bulkington  an  interesting  oddity 
rather  than  a  novelistic  blunder  and  we 
gladly  draw  on  the  poetic  capital  Mel- 
ville makes  of  it. 

As  for  the  moral  significance  of  the 
novel,  James  sees  a  "perfect  dependence 
of  the  'moral'  sense  of  a  work  of  art  on 
the  amount  of  felt  life  concerned  in  pro- 
ducing it."  We  must  ask,  he  says,  "is  it 
valid,  in  a  word,  is  it  genuine,  is  it  sin- 
cere, the  result  of  some  direct  impression 
or  perception  of  life."  These  questions 
bear  less  on  the  romance,  one  of  the  as- 
sumptions of  which  is  that  it  need  not 
contain  a  full  amount  of  felt  life,  that  life 
may  be  felt  indirectly  through  legend, 
symbol,  or  allegory.  Nor  does  the  ro- 
mance need  the  sincerity  of  the  novel; 
indeed,  as  Lawrence  points  out,  Ameri- 
can romances,  especially,  tend  to  make 


their  effect  by  a  deep  "duplicity"  or 
ironic  indirection. 

To  come  finally  to  James's  specific 
comments  on  the  question  we  are  con- 
sidering. In  the  prefaces  he  follows  his 
own  advice  as  expressed  twenty-odd 
years  earlier  in  "The  Art  of  Fiction" — 
he  sees  no  reason,  that  is,  why  the  prac- 
ticing writer  should  distinguish  between 
novel  and  romance.  There  are  good 
novels  and  bad  ones,  novels  that  have 
life  and  those  that  haven't — and  this,  for 
the  novelist,  is  the  only  relevant  ques- 
tion. The  implication  is  that  the  novelist 
will  be  also  the  romancer  if  the  "life"  he 
is  rendering  extends  into  the  realm  of 
the  "romantic."  But  if  we  are  not,  except 
as  critics  and  readers,  to  distinguish  be- 
tween novel  and  romance,  we  still  have 
to  distinguish,  within  the  novel  that  may 
be  also  a  romance,  the  "romantic"  from 
the  "real."  And  this  James  essays  in  his 
Preface  to  The  American. 

In  rereading  this  early  novel  James 
found  a  large  element  of  romance  in  the 
free  and  easy  way  in  which  he  had  made 
his  semi-legendary  hero  Christopher 
Newman  behave  on  his  European 
travels.  Particularly,  James  thought,  the 
picture  of  the  Bellegard  family  was  "ro- 
mantic." James  had  made  them  reject 
Newman  as  a  vulgar  manufacturer  when 
actually  common  sense  tells  us  that  "they 
would  positively  have  jumped  at  him." 
And  James  comments  that  "the  experi- 
ence here  represented  is  the  discon- 
nected and  uncontrolled  experience — un- 
controlled by  our  general  sense  of  'the 
way  things  happen' — which  romance 
alone  more  or  less  successfully  palms  off 
on  us."  At  the  same  time  James  finds 
an  unexpected  pleasure  in  rereading  The 
American,  which  somewhat  compensates 
for  the  lapses  of  verisimilitude.  And  his 
description  of  this  pleasure  makes  a  fair 
definition  of  the  pleasure  of  romance — 
"the  free  play  of  so  much  unchallenged 
instinct  .  .  .  the  happiest  season  of  sur- 
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render  to  the  invoked  muse  and  the 
projected  fable."  * 

"The  disconnected  and  uncontrolled 
experience,"  then,  is  of  the  essence  of  ro- 
mance, and  any  adequate  definition  must 
proceed  from  this  postulate.  First,  how- 
ever, one  may  clear  out  of  the  way  cer- 
tain conventional  but  inadequate  descrip- 
tions of  romance.  It  is  not  "a  matter  in- 
dispensably of  boats,  or  of  caravans,  or 
of  tigers,  or  of  'historical  characters,'  or 
of  ghosts,  or  of  forgers,  or  of  detectives, 
or  of  beautiful  wicked  women,  or  of  pis- 
tols and  knives" — although  one  might 
perhaps  be  a  little  readier  than  James 
to  think  that  these  things  might  be  of 
service.  Yet  one  follows  him  assentingly 
when  he  decides  that  the  common  ele- 
ment in  sensational  tales  is  "the  facing 
of  danger"  and  then  goes  on  to  say  that 
for  most  of  us  the  danger  represented 
by  caravans  and  forgers  is  certainly  be- 
nign or  impotent  compared  with  the 
"common  and  covert"  dangers  we  face 
in  our  everyday  existence,  which  may 
"involve  the  sharpest  hazards  to  life  and 
honor  and  the  highest  instant  decisions 
and  intrepidities  of  action." 

The  "romantic"  cannot  be  defined, 
either,  as  "the  far  and  the  strange,"  since, 
as  such,  these  things  are  merely  "un- 
known," whereas  the  "romantic"  is 
something  we  know,  although  we  know 
it  indirectly.  Nor  is  a  novel  romantic  be- 
cause its  hero  or  heroine  is.  "It  would  be 
impossible  to  have  a  more  romantic  tem- 
per than  Flaubert's  Madame  Bovary,  yet 
nothing  less  resembles  a  romance  than 
the  record  of  her  adventures."  Nor  can 
we  say  the  presence  or  absence  of  "cos- 

1  Cf .  Melville's  plea  to  his  reality-minded 
readers  for  latitude  in  the  depiction  of  char- 
acter and  incident.  The  ideal  reader,  he  says, 
will  "want  nature.  .  .  ;  but  nature  unfet- 
tered, exhilarated,  in  effect  transformed. 
.  .  .  It  is  with  fiction  as  with  religion:  it 
should  present  another  world,  and  yet  one  to 
which  we  feel  the  tie."  ( The  Confidence 
Man,  Chapter  33) 


tume"  is  a  crucial  difference,  for  "where 
.  .  .  does  costume  begin  or  end?" 

James  then  arrives  at  the  following 
formulation: 

The  only  general  attribute  of  projected  ro- 
mance that  I  can  see,  the  only  one  that  fits 
all  its  cases,  is  the  fact  of  the  kind  of  experi- 
ence with  which  it  deals — experience  lib- 
erated, so  to  speak;  experience  disengaged, 
disembroiled,  disencumbered,  exempt  from 
the  conditions  that  we  usually  know  to  at- 
tach to  it  and,  if  we  wish  so  to  put  the  matter, 
drag  upon  it,  and  operating  in  a  medium 
which  relieves  it,  in  a  particular  interest,  of 
the  inconvenience  of  a  related,  a  measurable 
state,  a  state  subject  to  all  our  vulgar  com- 
munities. 

And  James  goes  on  in  words  that  are 
particularly  illustrative  of  his  own  art: 

The  greatest  intensity  may  so  be  arrived  at 
evidently — when  the  sacrifice  of  community, 
of  the  "related"  sides  of  situations,  has  not 
been  too  rash.  It  must  to  this  end  not  fla- 
grantly betray  itself;  we  must  even  be  kept 
if  possible,  for  our  illusion,  from  suspecting 
any  sacrifice  at  all. 

In  a  fully  developed  art  of  the  novel 
there  is,  as  James  says,  a  "latent  extrava- 
gance." In  men  of  "largest  responding 
imagination  before  the  human  scene,"  we 
do  not  find  only  the  romantic  or  only 
reality,  but  a  "current  .  .  .  extraordi- 
narily rich  and  mixed."  The  great  novel- 
ist responds  to  the  "need  of  performing 
his  whole  possible  revolution,  by  the  law 
of  some  rich  passion  in  him  for  ex- 
tremes." 

To  have  a  rich  passion  for  extremes  is 
to  grasp  both  the  real  and  the  romantic. 
By  the  "real,"  James  explains,  he  means 
"the  things  we  cannot  possibly  not  know, 
sooner  or  later,  in  one  way  or  another." 
By  the  "romantic"  he  means  "the  things 
that,  with  all  the  facilities  in  the  world, 
all  the  wealth  and  all  the  courage  and  all 
the  wit  and  all  the  adventure,  we  never 
can  directly  know;  the  things  that  can 
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reach  us  only  through  the  beautiful  cir- 
cuit and  subterfuge  of  our  thought  and 
our  desire." 

We  hear  much  in  these  prefaces  of  the 
novelist's  rich  and  mixed  "current,"  of 
the  possible  "revolution"  of  his  mind 
among  extremes,  of  the  "circuit"  of 
thought  and  desire.  James  speaks,  too,  of 
the  "conversion"  that  goes  on  in  the  mind 
of  the  novelist's  characters  between  what 
happens  to  them  and  their  sense  of  what 
happens  to  them,  and  of  "the  link  of  con- 
nection" between  a  character's  "doing" 
and  his  "feeling."  In  other  words  James 
thinks  that  the  novel  does  not  find  its 
essential  being  until  it  discovers  what  we 
may  call  the  circuit  of  life  among  ex- 
tremes or  opposites,  the  circuit  of  life 
that  passes  through  the  real  and  the 
ideal,  through  the  directly  known  and 
the  mysterious  or  the  indirectly  known, 
through  doing  and  feeling. 

Much  of  the  best  American  fiction 
does  not  meet  James'  specifications.  It 
has  not  made  the  circuit  James  requires 
of  the  "largest  responding  imagination." 
And  the  closer  it  has  stuck  to  the  as- 
sumptions of  romance  the  more  capital 
it  has  made,  when  any  capital  has  been 
made,  exactly  by  leaving  the  Jamesian 
circuits  broken.  That  very  great  capital 
can  be  made  in  this  way  James  does  not 
acknowledge  or  know,  and  hence  his 
own  hostility  and  that  of  many  of  his 
followers,  to  the  more  extreme  forms  of 


American  fiction — those  we  associate,  for 
example,  with  Brockden  Brown,  Mel- 
ville, and  Faulkner. 

In  this  trans-Jamesian  realm  of  fiction 
there  are  certain  special  virtues.  Among 
them  are  the  "intellectual  energy"  that 
Brown  prized,  the  profundity  described 
by  Melville  as  "the  blackness  of  dark- 
ness," a  certain  intrepid  and  penetrating 
dialectic  of  action  and  meaning,  a  radical 
skepticism  about  ultimate  questions,  a 
certain  rapidity,  irony,  and  abstraction. 
By  their  use  of  these  qualities  the  Amer- 
ican novelists  have  made  of  romance 
something  far  more  valuable  than  the 
escapism,  fantasy,  and  sentimentality 
often  associated  with  this  form. 

Nevertheless  James'  theory  of  the 
novel,  his  idea  of  the  circuit  of  life  which 
allows  him  to  incorporate  in  his  own 
novels  so  many  of  the  attributes  of  ro- 
mance, is  the  most  complete  and  admira- 
ble theory,  as  at  their  best  James'  are 
the  most  complete  and  admirable  novels 
yet  produced  by  an  American.  And  it  is 
against  James'  theory  and  often,  though 
certainly  not  always,  his  practice  that  we 
have  to  test  the  achievements  of  his 
compatriots.  The  danger  is  that  in  do- 
ing so  we  should  lapse  into  an  easy  dis- 
approval of  that  "rich  passion  .  .  .  for 
extremes"  which  James  praised  on  his 
own  grounds  but  which  may  be  seen 
operating  to  advantage  on  other  grounds 
too. 


PROSPECTS 


Ralph  Waldo  Emerson 
*>  1803-1882 


Emerson's  "Self -Reliance,"  which  ap- 
peared as  the  second  essay  in  his  first 
collected  volume  in  1841,  has  been  read 
with  enthusiastic  response  by  many  gen- 
erations of  readers.  It  is  among  the  least 
diffuse  of  his  writings,  directed  toward 
a  single,  central  subject,  which  is  a  call 
to  every  man  to  be  himself:  otherwise, 
said  Emerson,  there  can  be  no  thinking, 
no  proper  progress,  no  literature  worth 
reading.  Imitation  even  of  the  thought  of 
Emerson,  or  of  any  man,  is  fatal.  The 
greatest  peril  therefore  to  a  reader  of 
this  essay  is  that  he  may  believe  it,  or 
that  his  approval  of  what  is  said  will 
tempt  him  to  say  just  the  same  thing. 

Self-Reliance 


"Ne  te  quaesiveris  extra." 

Man  is  his  own  star;  and  the  soul  that 

can 
Render  an  honest  and  a  perfect  man, 
Commands   all  light,   all  influence,   all 

fate; 
Nothing  to  him  falls  early  or  too  late. 
Our  acts  our  angels  are,  or  good  or  ill, 
Our  fatal  shadows  that  walk  by  us  still. 

Epilogue  to  Beaumont  and  Fletchers 
Honest  Mans  Fortune. 


Cast  the  bantling  on  the  rocks, 
Suckle  him  with  the  she-wolf's  teat, 
Wintered  with  the  hawk  and  fox, 
Power  and  speed  be  hands  and  feet. 

I  read  the  other  day  some  verses  writ- 
ten by  an  eminent  painter  which  were 
original  and  not  conventional.  The  soul 


always  hears  an  admonition  in  such  lines, 
let  the  subject  be  what  it  may.  The 
sentiment  they  instil  is  of  more  value 
than  any  thought  they  may  contain.  To 
believe  your  own  thought,  to  believe 
that  what  is  true  for  you  in  your  private 
heart  is  true  for  all  men — that  is  genius. 
Speak  your  latent  conviction,  and  it  shall 
be  the  universal  sense;  for  the  inmost 
in  due  time  becomes  the  outmost,  and 
our  first  thought  is  rendered  back  to  us 
by  the  trumpets  of  the  Last  Judgment. 
Familiar  as  the  voice  of  the  mind  is  to 
each,  the  highest  merit  we  ascribe  to 
Moses,  Plato  and  Milton  is  that  they  set 
at  naught  books  and  traditions,  and 
spoke  not  what  men,  but  what  they 
thought.  A  man  should  learn  to  detect 
and  watch  that  gleam  of  light  which 
flashes  across  his  mind  from  within,  more 
than  the  lustre  of  the  firmament  of  bards 
and  sages.  Yet  he  dismisses  without  no- 
tice his  thought,  because  it  is  his.  In 
every  work  of  genius  we  recognize  our 
own  rejected  thoughts;  they  come  back 
to  us  with  a  certain  alienated  majesty. 
Great  works  of  art  have  no  more  affect- 
ing lesson  for  us  than  this.  They  teach 
us  to  abide  by  our  spontaneous  impres- 
sion with  good-humored  inflexibility  then 
most  when  the  whole  cry  of  voices  is  on 
the  other  side.  Else  to-morrow  a  stranger 
will  say  with  masterly  good  sense  pre- 
cisely what  we  have  thought  and  felt  all 
the  time,  and  we  shall  be  forced  to  take 
with  shame  our  own  opinion  from  an- 
other. 

There  is  a  time  in  every  man's  educa- 
tion when  he  arrives  at  the  conviction 
that  envy  is  ignorance;  that  imitation  is 
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suicide;  that  he  must  take  himself  for 
better  for  worse  as  his  portion;  that 
though  the  wide  universe  is  full  of  good, 
no  kernel  of  nourishing  corn  can  come  to 
him  but  through  his  toil  bestowed  on 
that  plot  of  ground  which  is  given  to  him 
to  till.  The  power  which  resides  in  him  is 
new  in  nature,  and  none  but  he  knows 
what  that  is  which  he  can  do,  nor  does 
he  know  until  he  has  tried.  Not  for  noth- 
ing one  face,  one  character,  one  fact, 
makes  much  impression  on  him,  and 
another  none.  This  sculpture  in  the  mem- 
ory is  not  without  preestablished  har- 
mony. The  eye  was  placed  where  one 
ray  should  fall,  that  it  might  testify  of 
that  particular  ray.  We  but  half  express 
ourselves,  and  are  ashamed  of  that  di- 
vine idea  which  each  of  us  represents. 
It  may  be  safely  trusted  as  proportionate 
and  of  good  issues,  so  it  be  faithfully  im- 
parted, but  God  will  not  have  his  work 
made  manifest  by  cowards.  A  man  is  re- 
lieved and  gay  when  he  has  put  his  heart 
into  his  work  and  done  his  best;  but 
what  he  has  said  or  done  otherwise  shall 
give  him  no  peace.  It  is  a  deliverance 
which  does  not  deliver.  In  the  attempt 
his  genius  deserts  him;  no  muse  be- 
friends; no  invention,  no  hope. 

Trust  thyself:  every  heart  vibrates  to 
that  iron  string.  Accept  the  place  the 
divine  providence  has  found  for  you,  the 
society  of  your  contemporaries,  the  con- 
nection of  events.  Great  men  have  al- 
ways done  so,  and  confided  themselves 
childlike  to  the  genius  of  their  age,  be- 
traying their  perception  that  the  abso- 
lutely trustworthy  was  seated  at  their 
heart,  working  through  their  hands,  pre- 
dominating in  all  their  being.  And  we 
are  now  men,  and  must  accept  in  the 
highest  mind  the  same  transcendent 
destiny;  and  not  minors  and  invalids  in  a 
protected  corner,  not  cowards  fleeing  be- 
fore a  revolution,  but  guides,  redeemers 
and  benefactors,  obeying  the  Almighty 
effort  and  advancing  on  Chaos  and  the 
Dark. 


What  pretty  oracles  nature  yields  us 
on  this  text  in  the  face  and  behavior  of 
children,  babes,  and  even  brutes!  That 
divided  and  rebel  mind,  that  distrust  of 
a  sentiment  because  our  arithmetic  has 
computed  the  strength  and  means  op- 
posed to  our  purpose,  these  have  not. 
Their  mind  being  whole,  their  eye  is  as 
yet  unconquered;  and  when  we  look  in 
their  faces  we  are  disconcerted.  Infancy 
conforms  to  nobody;  all  conform  to  it;  so 
that  one  babe  commonly  makes  four  or 
five  out  of  the  adults  who  prattle  and 
play  to  it.  So  God  has  armed  youth  and 
puberty  and  manhood  no  less  with  its 
own  piquancy  and  charm,  and  made  it 
enviable  and  gracious  and  its  claims  not 
to  be  put  by,  if  it  will  stand  by  itself.  Do 
not  think  the  youth  has  no  force,  because 
he  cannot  speak  to  you  and  me.  Hark! 
in  the  next  room  his  voice  is  sufficiently 
clear  and  emphatic.  It  seems  he  knows 
how  to  speak  to  his  contemporaries. 
Bashful  or  bold  then,  he  will  know  how 
to  make  us  seniors  very  unnecessary. 

The  nonchalance  of  boys  who  are  sure 
of  a  dinner,  and  would  disdain  as  much 
as  a  lord  to  do  or  say  aught  to  conciliate 
one,  is  the  healthy  attitude  of  human 
nature.  A  boy  is  in  the  parlor  what  the 
pit  is  in  the  playhouse;  independent,  ir- 
responsible, looking  out  from  his  corner 
on  such  people  and  facts  as  pass  by,  he 
tries  and  sentences  them  on  their  merits, 
in  the  swift,  summary  way  of  boys,  as 
good,  bad,  interesting,  silly,  eloquent, 
troublesome.  He  cumbers  himself  never 
about  consequences,  about  interests;  he 
gives  an  independent,  genuine  verdict. 
You  must  court  him;  he  does  not  court 
you.  But  the  man  is  as  it  were  clapped 
into  jail  by  his  consciousness.  As  soon  as 
he  has  once  acted  or  spoken  with  eclat 
he  is  a  committed  person,  watched  by 
the  sympathy  or  the  hatred  of  hundreds, 
whose  affections  must  now  enter  into  his 
account.  There  is  no  Lethe  for  this.  Ah, 
that  he  could  pass  again  into  his  neu- 
trality! Who  can  thus  avoid  all  pledges 
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and,  having  observed,  observe  again 
from  the  same  unaffected,  unbiased,  un- 
bribable,  unaffrighted  innocence — must 
always  be  formidable.  He  would  utter 
opinions  on  all  passing  affairs,  which  be- 
ing seen  to  be  not  private  but  necessary, 
would  sink  like  darts  into  the  ear  of  men 
and  put  them  in  fear. 

These  are  the  voices  which  we  hear  in 
solitude,  but  they  grow  faint  and  in- 
audible as  we  enter  into  the  world.  So- 
ciety everywhere  is  in  conspiracy  against 
the  manhood  of  every  one  of  its  mem- 
bers. Society  is  a  joint-stock  company,  in 
which  the  members  agree,  for  the  better 
securing  of  his  bread  to  each  share- 
holder, to  surrender  the  liberty  and  cul- 
ture of  the  eater.  The  virtue  in  most  re- 
quest is  conformity.  Self-reliance  is  its 
aversion.  It  loves  not  realities  and 
creators,  but  names  and  customs. 

Whoso  would  be  a  man,  must  be  a 
nonconformist.  He  who  would  gather  im- 
mortal palms  must  not  be  hindered  by 
the  name  of  goodness,  but  must  explore 
if  it  be  goodness.  Nothing  is  at  last  sa- 
cred but  the  integrity  of  your  own  mind. 
Absolve  you  to  yourself,  and  you  shall 
have  the  suffrage  of  the  world.  I  re- 
member an  answer  which  when  quite 
young  I  was  prompted  to  make  to  a 
valued  adviser  who  was  wont  to  im- 
portune me  with  the  dear  old  doctrines 
of  the  church.  On  my  saying,  "What 
have  I  to  do  with  the  sacredness  of  tradi- 
tions, if  I  live  wholly  from  within?"  my 
friend  suggested — "But  these  impulses 
may  be  from  below,  not  from  above."  I 
replied,  "They  do  not  seem  to  me  to  be 
such;  but  if  I  am  the  Devil's  child,  I  will 
live  then  from  the  Devil."  No  law  can 
be  sacred  to  me  but  that  of  my  nature. 
Good  and  bad  are  but  names  very  read- 
ily transferable  to  that  or  this;  the  only 
right  is  what  is  after  my  constitution; 
the  only  wrong  what  is  against  it.  A  man 
is  to  carry  himself  in  the  presence  of  all 
opposition  as  if  every  thing  were  titular 
and  ephemeral  but  he.  I  am  ashamed  to 


think  how  easily  we  capitulate  to  badges 
and  names,  to  large  societies  and  dead 
institutions.  Every  decent  and  well- 
spoken  individual  affects  and  sways  me 
more  than  is  right.  I  ought  to  go  upright 
and  vital,  and  speak  the  rude  truth  in  all 
ways.  If  malice  and  vanity  wear  the  coat 
of  philanthropy,  shall  that  pass?  If  an 
angry  bigot  assumes  this  bountiful  cause 
of  Abolition,  and  comes  to  me  with  his 
last  news  from  Barbadoes,  why  should  I 
not  say  to  him,  'Go  love  thy  infant;  love 
thy  wood-chopper;  be  good-natured  and 
modest;  have  that  grace;  and  never  var- 
nish your  hard,  uncharitable  ambition 
with  this  incredible  tenderness  for  black 
folk  a  thousand  miles  off.  Thy  love  afar 
is  spite  at  home.'  Rough  and  graceless 
would  be  such  greeting,  but  truth  is 
handsomer  than  the  affectation  of  love. 
Your  goodness  must  have  some  edge  to 
it — else  it  is  none.  The  doctrine  of  hatred 
must  be  preached,  as  the  counteraction 
of  the  doctrine  of  love,  when  that  pules 
and  whines.  I  shun  father  and  mother 
and  wife  and  brother  when  my  genius 
calls  me.  I  would  write  on  the  lintels  of 
the  door-post,  Whim.  I  hope  it  is  some- 
what better  than  whim  at  last,  but  we 
cannot  spend  the  day  in  explanation.  Ex- 
pect me  not  to  show  cause  why  I  seek 
or  why  I  exclude  company.  Then  again, 
do  not  tell  me,  as  a  good  man  did  to- 
day, of  my  obligation  to  put  all  poor  men 
in  good  situations.  Are  they  my  poor?  I 
tell  thee,  thou  foolish  philanthropist,  that 
I  grudge  the  dollar,  the  dime,  the  cent 
I  give  to  such  men  as  do  not  belong  to 
me  and  to  whom  I  do  not  belong.  There 
is  a  class  of  persons  to  whom  by  all 
spiritual  affinity  I  am  bought  and  sold; 
for  them  I  will  go  to  prison  if  need  be; 
but  your  miscellaneous  popular  charities; 
the  education  at  college  of  fools;  the 
building  of  meeting-houses  to  the  vain 
end  to  which  many  now  stand;  alms  to 
sots,  and  the  thousand-fold  Relief  So- 
cieties; though  I  confess  with  shame  I 
sometimes  succumb  and  give  the  dollar, 
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it  is  a  wicked  dollar,  which  by  and  by 
I  shall  have  the  manhood  to  withhold. 

Virtues  are,  in  the  popular  estimate, 
rather  the  exception  than  the  rule.  There 
is  the  man  and  his  virtues.  Men  do  what 
is  called  a  good  action,  as  some  piece  of 
courage  or  charity,  much  as  they  would 
pay  a  fine  in  expiation  of  daily  non-ap- 
pearance on  parade.  Their  works  are 
done  as  an  apology  or  extenuation  of 
their  living  in  the  world — as  invalids  and 
the  insane  pay  a  high  board.  Their 
virtues  are  penances.  I  do  not  wish  to 
expiate,  but  to  live.  My  life  is  for  itself 
and  not  for  a  spectacle.  I  much  prefer 
that  it  should  be  of  a  lower  strain,  so  it 
be  genuine  and  equal,  than  that  it  should 
be  glittering  and  unsteady.  I  wish  it  to 
be  sound  and  sweet,  and  not  to  need  diet 
and  bleeding.  I  ask  primary  evidence 
that  you  are  a  man,  and  refuse  this  ap- 
peal from  the  man  to  his  actions.  I  know 
that  for  myself  it  makes  no  difference 
whether  I  do  or  forbear  those  actions 
which  are  reckoned  excellent.  I  cannot 
consent  to  pay  for  a  privilege  where  I 
have  intrinsic  right.  Few  and  mean  as 
my  gifts  may  be,  I  actually  am,  and  do 
not  need  for  my  own  assurance  or  the 
assurance  of  my  fellows  any  secondary 
testimony. 

What  I  must  do  is  all  that  concerns 
me,  not  what  the  people  think.  This 
rule,  equally  arduous  in  actual  and  in 
intellectual  life,  may  serve  for  the  whole 
distinction  between  greatness  and  mean- 
ness. It  is  the  harder  because  you  will 
always  find  those  who  think  they  know 
what  is  your  duty  better  than  you  know 
it.  It  is  easy  in  the  world  to  live  after 
the  world's  opinion;  it  is  easy  in  solitude 
to  live  after  our  own;  but  the  great  man 
is  he  who  in  the  midst  of  the  crowd 
keeps  with  perfect  sweetness  the  inde- 
pendence of  solitude. 

The  objection  to  conforming  to  usages 
that  have  become  dead  to  you  is  that  it 
scatters  your  force.  It  loses  your  time  and 


blurs  the  impression  of  your  character. 
If  you  maintain  a  dead  church,  con- 
tribute to  a  dead  Bible-society,  vote  with 
a  great  party  either  for  the  government 
or  against  it,  spread  your  table  like  base 
housekeepers — under  all  these  screens  I 
have  difficulty  to  detect  the  precise  man 
you  are:  and  of  course  so  much  force  is 
withdrawn  from  your  proper  life.  But  do 
your  work,  and  I  shall  know  you.  Do 
your  work,  and  you  shall  reinforce  your- 
self. A  man  must  consider  what  a  blind- 
man's-buff  is  this  game  of  conformity.  If 
I  know  your  sect  I  anticipate  your  argu- 
ment. I  hear  a  preacher  announce  for 
his  text  and  topic  the  expediency  of  one 
of  the  institutions  of  his  church.  Do  I  not 
know  beforehand  that  not  possibly  can 
he  say  a  new  and  spontaneous  word?  Do 
I  not  know  that  with  all  this  ostentation 
of  examining  the  grounds  of  the  institu- 
tion he  will  do  no  such  thing?  Do  I  not 
know  that  he  is  pledged  to  himself  not 
to  look  but  at  one  side,  the  permitted 
side,  not  as  a  man,  but  as  a  parish  minis- 
ter? He  is  a  retained  attorney,  and  these 
airs  of  the  bench  are  the  emptiest  af- 
fectation. Well,  most  men  have  bound 
their  eyes  with  one  or  another  handker- 
chief, and  attached  themselves  to  some 
one  of  these  communities  of  opinion. 
This  conformity  makes  them  not  false  in 
a  few  particulars,  authors  of  a  few  lies, 
but  false  in  all  particulars.  Their  every 
truth  is  not  quite  true.  Their  two  is  not 
the  real  two,  their  four  not  the  real  four; 
so  that  every  word  they  say  chagrins 
us  and  we  know  not  where  to  begin  to 
set  them  right.  Meantime  nature  is  not 
slow  to  equip  us  in  the  prison-uniform 
of  the  party  to  which  we  adhere.  We 
come  to  wear  one  cut  of  face  and  figure, 
and  acquire  by  degrees  the  gentlest  asi- 
nine expression.  There  is  a  mortifying 
experience  in  particular,  which  does  not 
fail  to  wreak  itself  also  in  the  general 
history;  I  mean  "the  foolish  face  of 
praise,"  the  forced  smile  which  we  put 


on  in  company  where  we  do  not  feel  at 
ease,  in  answer  to  conversation  which 
does  not  interest  us.  The  muscles,  not 
spontaneously  moved  but  moved  by  a 
low  usurping  wilfulness,  grow  tight  about 
the  outline  of  the  face,  with  the  most 
disagreeable  sensation. 

For  nonconformity  the  world  whips 
you  with  its  displeasure.  And  therefore 
a  man  must  know  how  to  estimate  a  sour 
face.  The  by-standers  look  askance  on 
him  in  the  public  street  or  in  the  friend's 
parlor.  If  this  aversion  had  its  origin  in 
contempt  and  resistance  like  his  own  he 
might  well  go  home  with  a  sad  counte- 
nance; but  the  sour  faces  of  the  multi- 
tude, like  their  sweet  faces,  have  no  deep 
cause,  but  are  put  on  and  off  as  the  wind 
blows  and  a  newspaper  directs.  Yet  is 
the  discontent  of  the  multitude  more 
formidable  than  that  of  the  senate  and 
the  college.  It  is  easy  enough  for  a  firm 
man  who  knows  the  world  to  brook  the 
rage  of  the  cultivated  classes.  Their  rage 
is  decorous  and  prudent,  for  they  are 
timid,  as  being  very  vulnerable  them- 
selves. But  when  to  their  feminine  rage 
the  indignation  of  the  people  is  added, 
when  the  ignorant  and  the  poor  are 
aroused,  when  the  unintelligent  brute 
force  that  lies  at  the  bottom  of  society  is 
made  to  growl  and  mow,  it  needs  the 
habit  of  magnanimity  and  religion  to 
treat  it  godlike  as  a  trifle  of  no  concern- 
ment. 

The  other  terror  that  scares  us  from 
self-trust  is  our  consistency;  a  reverence 
for  our  past  act  or  word  because  the  eyes 
of  others  have  no  other  data  for  comput- 
ing our  orbit  than  our  past  acts,  and  we 
are  loth  to  disappoint  them. 

But  why  should  you  keep  your  head 
over  your  shoulder?  Why  drag  about  this 
corpse  of  your  memory,  lest  you  contra- 
dict somewhat  you  have  stated  in  this  or 
that  public  place?  Suppose  you  should 
contradict  yourself;  what  then?  It  seems 
to  be  a  rule  of  wisdom  never  to  rely  on 
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your  memory  alone,  scarcely  even  in  acts 
of  pure  memory,  but  to  bring  the  past 
for  judgment  into  the  thousand-eyed 
present,  and  live  ever  in  a  new  day.  In 
your  metaphysics  you  have  denied  per- 
sonality to  the  Deity,  yet  when  the  de- 
vout motions  of  the  soul  come,  yield  to 
them  heart  and  life,  though  they  should 
clothe  God  with  shape  and  color.  Leave 
your  theory,  as  Joseph  his  coat  in  the 
hand  of  the  harlot,  and  flee. 

A  foolish  consistency  is  the  hobgoblin 
of  little  minds,  adored  by  little  statesmen 
and  philosophers  and  divines.  With  con- 
sistency a  great  soul  has  simply  nothing 
to  do.  He  may  as  well  concern  himself 
with  his  shadow  on  the  wall.  Speak  what 
you  think  now  in  hard  words  and  to- 
morrow speak  what  to-morrow  thinks  in 
hard  words  again,  though  it  contradict 
every  thing  you  said  to-day. — 'Ah,  so 
you  shall  be  sure  to  be  misunderstood.' 
— Is  it  so  bad  then  to  be  misunderstood? 
Pythagoras  was  misunderstood,  and  Soc- 
rates, and  Jesus,  and  Luther,  and  Coper- 
nicus, and  Galileo,  and  Newton,  and 
every  pure  and  wise  spirit  that  ever  took 
flesh.  To  be  great  is  to  be  misunderstood. 

I  suppose  no  man  can  violate  his  na- 
ture. All  the  sallies  of  his  will  are  rounded 
in  by  the  law  of  his  being,  as  the  in- 
equalities of  Andes  and  Himmaleh  are 
insignificant  in  the  curve  of  the  sphere. 
Nor  does  it  matter  how  you  gauge  and 
try  him.  A  character  is  like  an  acrostic 
or  Alexandrian  stanza;  read  it  forward, 
backward,  or  across,  it  still  spells  the 
same  thing.  In  this  pleasing  contrite 
wood-life  which  God  allows  me,  let  me 
record  day  by  day  my  honest  thought 
without  prospect  or  retrospect,  and,  I 
cannot  doubt,  it  will  be  found  symmetri- 
cal, though  I  mean  it  not  and  see  it  not. 
My  book  should  smell  of  pines  and  re- 
sound with  the  hum  of  insects.  The 
swallow  over  my  window  should  inter- 
weave that  thread  or  straw  he  carries  in 
his  bill  into  my  web  also.  We  pass  for 
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what  we  are.  Character  teaches  above 
our  wills.  Men  imagine  that  they  com- 
municate their  virtue  or  vice  only  by 
overt  actions,  and  do  not  see  that  virtue 
or  vice  emit  a  breath  every  moment. 

There  will  be  an  agreement  in  what- 
ever variety  of  actions,  so  they  be  each 
honest  and  natural  in  their  hour.  For  of 
one  will,  the  actions  will  be  harmonious, 
however  unlike  they  seem.  These  varieties 
are  lost  sight  of  at  a  little  distance,  at  a 
little  height  of  thought.  One  tendency 
unites  them  all.  The  voyage  of  the  best 
ship  is  a  zigzag  line  of  a  hundred  tacks. 
See  the  line  from  a  sufficient  distance, 
and  it  straightens  itself  to  the  average 
tendency.  Your  genuine  action  will  ex- 
plain itself  and  will  explain  your  other 
genuine  actions.  Your  conformity  ex- 
plains nothing.  Act  singly,  and  what  you 
have  already  done  singly  will  justify  you 
now.  Greatness  appeals  to  the  future.  If 
I  can  be  firm  enough  to-day  to  do  right 
and  scorn  eyes,  I  must  have  done  so 
much  right  before  as  to  defend  me  now. 
Be  it  how  it  will,  do  right  now. 
Always  scorn  appearances  and  you  al- 
ways may.  The  force  of  character  is 
cumulative.  All  the  foregone  days  of 
virtue  work  their  health  into  this.  What 
makes  the  majesty  of  the  heroes  of  the 
senate  and  the  field,  which  so  fills  the 
imagination?  The  consciousness  of  a  train 
of  great  days  and  victories  behind.  They 
shed  a  united  light  on  the  advancing 
actor.  He  is  attended  as  by  a  visible 
escort  of  angels.  That  is  it  which  throws 
thunder  into  Chatham's  voice,  and  dig- 
nity into  Washington's  port,  and  America 
into  Adams's  eye.  Honor  is  venerable  to 
us  because  it  is  no  ephemera.  It  is  al- 
ways ancient  virtue.  We  worship  it  to- 
day because  it  is  not  of  to-day.  We  love 
it  and  pay  it  homage  because  it  is  not  a 
trap  for  our  love  and  homage,  but  is 
self-dependent,  self-derived,  and  there- 
fore of  an  old  immaculate  pedigree,  even 
if  shown  in  a  young  person. 

I  hope  in  these  days  we  have  heard 


the  last  of  conformity  and  consistency. 
Let  the  words  be  gazetted  and  ridiculous 
henceforward.  Instead  of  the  gong  for 
dinner,  let  us  hear  a  whistle  from  the 
Spartan  fife.  Let  us  never  bow  and 
apologize  more.  A  great  man  is  coming 
to  eat  at  my  house.  I  do  not  wish  to 
please  him;  I  wish  that  he  should  wish 
to  please  me.  I  will  stand  here  for  hu- 
manity, and  though  I  would  make  it 
kind,  I  would  make  it  true.  Let  us  affront 
and  reprimand  the  smooth  mediocrity  and 
squalid  contentment  of  the  times,  and 
hurl  in  the  face  of  custom  and  trade 
and  office,  the  fact  which  is  the  upshot 
of  all  history,  that  there  is  a  great  respon- 
sible Thinker  and  Actor  working  wher- 
ever a  man  works;  that  a  true  man 
belongs  to  no  other  time  or  place,  but 
is  the  centre  of  things.  Where  he  is, 
there  is  nature.  He  measures  you  and  all 
men  and  all  events.  Ordinarily  every 
body  in  society  reminds  us  of  somewhat 
else,  or  of  some  other  person.  Character, 
reality,  reminds  you  of  nothing  else;  it 
takes  place  of  the  whole  creation.  The 
man  must  be  so  much  that  he  must  make 
all  circumstances  indifferent.  Every  true 
man  is  a  cause,  a  country,  and  an  age; 
requires  infinite  spaces  and  numbers  and 
time  fully  to  accomplish  his  design;  and 
posterity  seem  to  follow  his  steps  as  a 
train  of  clients.  A  man  Caesar  is  born, 
and  for  ages  after  we  have  a  Roman 
Empire.  Christ  is  born,  and  millions  of 
minds  so  grow  and  cleave  to  his  genius 
that  he  is  confounded  with  virtue  and 
the  possible  of  man.  An  institution  is  the 
lengthened  shadow  of  one  man;  as, 
Monachism,  of  the  Hermit  Antony;  the 
Reformation,  of  Luther;  Quakerism,  of 
Fox;  Methodism,  of  Wesley;  Abolition, 
of  Clarkson.  Scipio,  Milton  called  "the 
height  of  Rome";  and  all  history  resolves 
itself  very  easily  into  the  biography  of 
a  few  stout  and  earnest  persons. 

Let  a  man  then  know  his  worth,  and 
keep  things  under  his  feet.  Let  him  not 
peep  or  steal,  or  skulk  up  and  down  with 


the  air  of  a  charity-boy,  a  bastard,  or  an 
interloper  in  the  world  which  exists  for 
him.  But  the  man  in  the  street,  finding 
no  worth  in  himself  which  corresponds 
to  the  force  which  built  a  tower  or  sculp- 
tured a  marble  god,  feels  poor  when  he 
looks  on  these.  To  him  a  palace,  a  statue, 
or  a  costly  book  have  an  alien  and  for- 
bidding air,  much  like  a  gay  equipage, 
and  seem  to  say  like  that,  "Who  are  you, 
Sir?"  Yet  they  all  are  his,  suitors  for  his 
notice,  petitioners  to  his  faculties  that 
they  will  come  out  and  take  possession. 
The  picture  waits  for  my  verdict;  it  is  not 
to  command  me,  but  I  am  to  settle  its 
claims  to  praise.  That  popular  fable  of 
the  sot  who  was  picked  up  dead-drunk 
in  the  street,  carried  to  the  duke's  house, 
washed  and  dressed  and  laid  in  the  duke's 
bed,  and,  on  his  waking,  treated  with  all 
obsequious  ceremony  like  the  duke,  and 
assured  that  he  had  been  insane,  owes 
its  popularity  to  the  fact  that  it  sym- 
bolizes so  well  the  state  of  man,  who  is 
in  the  world  a  sort  of  sot,  but  now  and 
then  wakes  up,  exercises  his  reason  and 
finds  himself  a  true  prince. 

Our  reading  is  mendicant  and  syco- 
phantic. In  history  our  imagination  plays 
us  false.  Kingdom  and  lordship,  power 
and  estate,  are  a  gaudier  vocabulary 
than  private  John  and  Edward  in  a  small 
house  and  common  day's  work;  but  the 
things  of  life  are  the  same  to  both;  the 
sum  total  of  both  is  the  same.  Why  all 
this  deference  to  Alfred  and  Scanderbeg 
and  Gustavus?  Suppose  they  were  vir- 
tuous; did  they  wear  out  virtue?  As  great 
a  stake  depends  on  your  private  act  to- 
day as  followed  their  public  and  re- 
nowned steps.  When  private  men  shall 
act  with  original  views,  the  lustre  will  be 
transferred  from  the  actions  of  kings  to 
those  of  gentlemen. 

The  world  has  been  instructed  by  its 
kings,  who  have  so  magnetized  the  eyes 
of  nations.  It  has  been  taught  by  this 
colossal  symbol  the  mutual  reverence  that 
is   due  from  man  to  man.   The  joyful 
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loyalty  with  which  men  have  everywhere 
suffered  the  king,  the  noble,  or  the  great 
proprietor  to  walk  among  them  by  a 
law  of  his  own,  make  his  own  scale  of 
men  and  things  and  reverse  theirs,  pay 
for  benefits  not  with  money  but  with 
honor,  and  represent  the  law  in  his  per- 
son, was  the  hieroglyphic  by  which  they 
obscurely  signified  their  consciousness  of 
their  own  right  and  comeliness,  the  right 
of  every  man. 

The  magnetism  which  all  original  ac- 
tion exerts  is  explained  when  we  inquire 
the  reason  of  self-trust.  Who  is  the 
Trustee?  What  is  the  aboriginal  Self,  on 
which  a  universal  reliance  may  be 
grounded?  What  is  the  nature  and  power 
of  that  science-baffling  star,  without  par- 
allax, without  calculable  elements,  which 
shoots  a  ray  of  beauty  even  into  trivial 
and  impure  actions,  if  the  least  mark  of 
independence  appear?  The  inquiry  leads 
us  to  that  source,  at  once  the  essence  of 
genius,  of  virtue,  and  of  life,  which  we 
call  Spontaneity  or  Instinct.  We  denote 
this  primary  wisdom  as  Intuition,  whilst 
all  later  teachings  are  tuitions.  In  that 
deep  force,  the  last  fact  behind  which 
analysis  cannot  go,  all  things  find  their 
common  origin.  For  the  sense  of  being 
which  in  calm  hours  rises,  we  know  not 
how,  in  the  soul,  is  not  diverse  from 
things,  from  space,  from  light,  from  time, 
from  man,  but  one  with  them  and  pro- 
ceeds obviously  from  the  same  source 
whence  their  life  and  being  also  proceed. 
We  first  share  the  life  by  which  things 
exist  and  afterwards  see  them  as  appear- 
ances in  nature  and  forget  that  we  have 
shared  their  cause.  Here  is  the  fountain 
of  action  and  of  thought.  Here  are  the 
lungs  of  that  inspiration  which  giveth 
man  wisdom  and  which  cannot  be  denied 
without  impiety  and  atheism.  We  lie  in 
the  lap  of  immense  intelligence,  which 
makes  us  receivers  of  its  truth  and  organs 
of  its  activity.  When  we  discern  justice, 
when  we  discern  truth,  we  do  nothing  of 
ourselves,    but    allow   a    passage    to    its 
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beams.  If  we  ask  whence  this  comes,  if 
we  seek  to  pry  into  the  soul  that  causes, 
all  philosophy  is  at  fault.  Its  presence 
or  its  absence  is  all  we  can  affirm.  Every 
man  discriminates  between  the  voluntary 
acts  of  his  mind  and  his  involuntary  per- 
ceptions, and  knows  that  to  his  involun- 
tary perceptions  a  perfect  faith  is  due. 
He  may  err  in  the  expression  of  them, 
but  he  knows  that  these  things  are  so, 
like  day  and  night,  not  to  be  disputed. 
My  wilful  actions  and  acquisitions  are 
but  roving;  the  idlest  reverie,  the  faintest 
native  emotion,  command  my  curiosity 
and  respect.  Thoughtless  people  contra- 
dict as  readily  the  statement  of  percep- 
tions as  of  opinions,  or  rather  much  more 
readily;  for  they  do  not  distinguish  be- 
tween perception  and  notion.  They  fancy 
that  I  choose  to  see  this  or  that  thing. 
But  perception  is  not  whimsical,  but 
fatal.  If  I  see  a  trait,  my  children  will  see 
it  after  me,  and  in  course  of  time  all 
mankind — although  it  may  chance  that 
no  one  has  seen  it  before  me.  For  my 
perception  of  it  is  as  much  a  fact  as  the 
sun. 

The  relations  of  the  soul  to  the  divine 
spirit  are  so  pure  that  it  is  profane  to 
seek  to  interpose  helps.  It  must  be  that 
when  God  speaketh  he  should  communi- 
cate, not  one  thing,  but  all  things;  should 
fill  the  world  with  his  voice;  should  scat- 
ter forth  light,  nature,  time,  souls,  from 
the  centre  of  the  present  thought;  and 
new  date  and  new  create  the  whole. 
Whenever  a  mind  is  simple  and  receives 
a  divine  wisdom,  old  things  pass  away — 
means,  teachers,  texts,  temples  fall;  it 
lives  now,  and  absorbs  past  and  future 
into  the  present  hour.  All  things  are 
made  sacred  by  relation  to  it — one  as 
much  as  another.  All  things  are  dissolved 
to  their  centre  by  their  cause,  and  in  the 
universal  miracle  petty  and  particular 
miracles  disappear.  If  therefore  a  man 
claims  to  know  and  speak  of  God  and 
carries  you  backward  to  the  phraseology 
of  some  old  mouldered  nation  in  another 


country,  in  another  world,  believe  him 
not.  Is  the  acorn  better  than  the  oak 
which  is  its  fulness  and  completion?  Is 
the  parent  better  than  the  child  into 
whom  he  has  cast  his  ripened  being? 
Whence  then  this  worship  of  the  past? 
The  centuries  are  conspirators  against 
the  sanity  and  authority  of  the  soul. 
Time  and  space  are  but  physiological 
colors  which  the  eye  makes,  but  the  soul 
is  light:  where  it  is,  is  day;  where  it  was, 
is  night;  and  history  is  an  impertinence 
and  an  injury  if  it  be  any  thing  more 
than  a  cheerful  apologue  or  parable  of 
my  being  and  becoming. 

Man  is  timid  and  apologetic;  he  is  no 
longer  upright;  he  dares  not  say  T  think/ 
1  am/  but  quotes  some  saint  or  sage. 
He  is  ashamed  before  the  blade  of  grass 
or  the  blowing  rose.  These  roses  under 
my  window  make  no  reference  to  former 
roses  or  to  better  ones;  they  are  for  what 
they  are;  they  exist  with  God  to-day. 
There  is  no  time  to  them.  There  is 
simply  the  rose;  it  is  perfect  in  every 
moment  of  its  existence.  Before  a  leaf- 
bud  has  burst,  its  whole  life  acts;  in 
the  full-blown  flower  there  is  no  more; 
in  the  leafless  root  there  is  no  less.  Its 
nature  is  satisfied  and  it  satisfies  nature 
in  all  moments  alike.  But  man  postpones 
or  remembers;  he  does  not  live  in  the 
present,  but  with  reverted  eye  laments 
the  past,  or,  heedless  of  the  riches  that 
surround  him,  stands  on  tiptoe  to  fore- 
see the  future.  He  cannot  be  happy  and 
strong  until  he  too  lives  with  nature  in 
the  present,  above  time. 

This  should  be  plain  enough.  Yet  see 
what  strong  intellects  dare  not  yet  hear 
God  himself  unless  he  speak  the  phrase- 
ology of  I  know  not  what  David,  or 
Jeremiah,  or  Paul.  We  shall  not  always 
set  so  great  a  price  on  a  few  texts,  on  a 
few  lives.  We  are  like  children  who  re- 
peat by  rote  the  sentences  of  grandames 
and  tutors,  and,  as  they  grow  older,  of 
the  men  of  talents  and  character  they 
chance  to  see — painfully  recollecting  the 
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exact  words  they  spoke;  afterwards, 
when  they  come  into  the  point  of  view 
which  those  had  who  uttered  these  say- 
ings, they  understand  them  and  are  will- 
ing to  let  the  words  go;  for  at  any  time 
they  can  use  words  as  good  when  oc- 
casion comes.  If  we  live  truly,  we  shall 
see  truly.  It  is  as  easy  for  the  strong  man 
to  be  strong,  as  it  is  for  the  weak  to  be 
weak.  When  we  have  new  perception, 
we  shall  gladly  disburden  the  memory  of 
its  hoarded  treasures  as  old  rubbish. 
When  a  man  lives  with  God,  his  voice 
shall  be  as  sweet  as  the  murmur  of  the 
brook  and  the  rustle  of  the  corn. 

And  now  at  last  the  highest  truth  on 
this  subject  remains  unsaid;  probably 
cannot  be  said;  for  all  that  we  say  is 
the  far-off  remembering  of  the  intuition. 
That  thought  by  what  I  can  now  nearest 
approach  to  say  it,  is  this.  When  good  is 
near  you,  when  you  have  life  in  yourself, 
it  is  not  by  any  known  or  accustomed 
way;  you  shall  not  discern  the  footprints 
of  any  other;  you  shall  not  see  the  face 
of  man;  you  shall  not  hear  any  name; 
the  way,  the  thought,  the  good,  shall  be 
wholly  strange  and  new.  It  shall  exclude 
example  and  experience.  You  take  the 
way  from  man,  not  to  man.  All  persons 
that  ever  existed  are  its  forgotten  minis- 
ters. Fear  and  hope  are  alike  beneath  it. 
There  is  somewhat  low  even  in  hope.  In 
the  hour  of  vision  there  is  nothing  that 
can  be  called  gratitude,  nor  properly 
joy.  The  soul  raised  over  passion  beholds 
identity  and  eternal  causation,  perceives 
the  self -existence  of  Truth  and  Right,  and 
calms  itself  with  knowing  that  all  things 
go  well.  Vast  spaces  of  nature,  the 
Atlantic  Ocean,  the  South  Sea;  long  in- 
tervals of  time,  years,  centuries,  are  of 
no  account.  This  which  I  think  and  feel 
underlay  every  former  state  of  life  and 
circumstances,  as  it  does  underlie  my 
present,  and  what  is  called  life  and  what 
is  called  death. 

Life  only  avails,  not  the  having  lived. 
Power  ceases  in  the  instant  of  repose;  it 


resides  in  the  moment  of  transition  from 
a  past  to  a  new  state,  in  the  shooting  of 
the  gulf,  in  the  darting  to  an  aim.  This 
one  fact  the  world  hates;  that  the  soul 
becomes;  for  that  forever  degrades  the 
past,  turns  all  riches  to  poverty,  all 
reputation  to  a  shame,  confounds  the 
saint  with  the  rogue,  shoves  Jesus  and 
Judas  equally  aside.  Why  then  do  we 
prate  of  self-reliance?  Inasmuch  as  the 
soul  is  present  there  will  be  power  not 
confident  but  agent.  To  talk  of  reliance 
is  a  poor  external  way  of  speaking.  Speak 
rather  of  that  which  relies  because  it 
works  and  is.  Who  has  more  obedience 
than  I  masters  me,  though  he  should  not 
raise  his  finger.  Round  him  I  must  re- 
volve by  the  gravitation  of  spirits.  We 
fancy  it  rhetoric  when  we  speak  of 
eminent  virtue.  We  do  not  yet  see  that 
virtue  is  Height,  and  that  a  man  or  a 
company  of  men,  plastic  and  permeable 
to  principles,  by  the  law  of  nature  must 
overpower  and  ride  all  cities,  nations, 
kings,  rich  men,  poets,  who  are  not. 

This  is  the  ultimate  fact  which  we  so 
quickly  reach  on  this,  as  on  every  topic, 
the  resolution  of  all  into  the  ever-blessed 
One.  Self-existence  is  the  attribute  of 
the  Supreme  Cause,  and  it  constitutes 
the  measure  of  good  by  the  degree  in 
which  it  enters  into  all  lower  forms.  All 
things  real  are  so  by  so  much  virtue  as 
they  contain.  Commerce,  husbandry, 
hunting,  whaling,  war,  eloquence,  per- 
sonal weight,  are  somewhat,  and  engage 
my  respect  as  examples  of  its  presence 
and  impure  action.  I  see  the  same  law 
working  in  nature  for  conservation  and 
growth.  Power  is,  in  nature,  the  essential 
measure  of  right.  Nature  suffers  nothing 
to  remain  in  her  kingdoms  which  cannot 
help  itself.  The  genesis  and  maturation 
of  a  planet,  its  poise  and  orbit,  the 
bended  tree  recovering  itself  from  the 
strong  wind,  the  vital  resources  of  every 
animal  and  vegetable,  are  demonstrations 
of  the  self-sufficing  and  therefore  self- 
relying  soul. 
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Thus  all  concentrates:  let  us  not  rove; 
let  us  sit  at  home  with  the  cause.  Let 
us  stun  and  astonish  the  intruding  rabble 
of  men  and  books  and  institutions  by  a 
simple  declaration  of  the  divine  fact. 
Bid  the  invaders  take  the  shoes  from  off 
their  feet,  for  God  is  here  within.  Let 
our  simplicity  judge  them,  and  our  do- 
cility to  our  own  law  demonstrate  the 
poverty  of  nature  and  fortune  beside  our 
native  riches. 

But  now  we  are  a  mob.  Man  does  not 
stand  in  awe  of  man,  nor  is  his  genius 
admonished  to  stay  at  home,  to  put  itself 
in  communication  with  the  internal 
ocean,  but  it  goes  abroad  to  beg  a  cup 
of  water  of  the  urns  of  other  men.  We 
must  go  alone.  I  like  the  silent  church 
before  the  service  begins,  better  than 
any  preaching.  How  far  off,  how  cool, 
how  chaste  the  persons  look,  begirt  each 
one  with  a  precinct  or  sanctuary!  So  let 
us  always  sit.  Why  should  we  assume 
the  faults  of  our  friend,  or  wife,  or 
father,  or  child,  because  they  sit  around 
our  hearth,  or  are  said  to  have  the  same 
blood?  All  men  have  my  blood  and  I  all 
men's.  Not  for  that  will  I  adopt  their 
petulance  or  folly,  even  to  the  extent  of 
being  ashamed  of  it.  But  your  isolation 
must  not  be  mechanical,  but  spiritual, 
that  is,  must  be  elevation.  At  times  the 
whole  world  seems  to  be  in  conspiracy  to 
importune  you  with  emphatic  trifles. 
Friend,  client,  child,  sickness,  fear,  want, 
charity,  all  knock  at  once  at  thy  closet 
door  and  say — 'Come  out  unto  us.'  But 
keep  thy  state;  come  not  into  their  con- 
fusion. The  power  men  possess  to  annoy 
me  I  give  them  by  a  weak  curiosity.  No 
man  can  come  near  me  but  through 
my  act.  "What  we  love  that  we  have,  but 
by  desire  we  bereave  ourselves  of  the 
love." 

If  we  cannot  at  once  rise  to  the 
sanctities  of  obedience  and  faith,  let  us 
at  least  resist  our  temptations;  let  us 
enter  into  the  state  of  war  and  wake 
Thor  and  Woden,  courage  and  constancy, 


in  our  Saxon  breasts.  This  is  to  be  done 
in  our  smooth  times  by  speaking  the 
truth.  Check  this  lying  hospitality  and 
lying  affection.  Live  no  longer  to  the  ex- 
pectation of  these  deceived  and  deceiving 
people  with  whom  we  converse.  Say  to 
them,  'O  father,  O  mother,  O  wife,  O 
brother,  O  friend,  I  have  lived  with  you 
after  appearances  hitherto.  Hencefor- 
ward I  am  the  truth's.  Be  it  known  unto 
you  that  henceforward  I  obey  no  law 
less  than  the  eternal  law.  I  will  have  no 
covenants  but  proximities.  I  shall  en- 
deavor to  nourish  my  parents,  to  support 
my  family,  to  be  the  chaste  husband  of 
one  wife — but  these  relations  I  must  fill 
after  a  new  and  unprecedented  way.  I 
appeal  from  your  customs.  I  must  be 
myself.  I  cannot  break  myself  any  longer 
for  you,  or  you.  If  you  can  love  me  for 
what  I  am,  we  shall  be  the  happier.  If 
you  cannot,  I  will  still  seek  to  deserve 
that  you  should.  I  will  not  hide  my  tastes 
or  aversions.  I  will  so  trust  that  what  is 
deep  is  holy,  that  I  will  do  strongly  be- 
fore the  sun  and  moon  whatever  inly 
rejoices  me  and  the  heart  appoints.  If 
you  are  noble,  I  will  love  you;  if  you 
are  not,  I  will  not  hurt  you  and  myself 
by  hypocritical  attentions.  If  you  are 
true,  but  not  in  the  same  truth  with  me, 
cleave  to  your  companions;  I  will  seek 
my  own.  I  do  this  not  selfishly  but 
humbly  and  truly.  It  is  alike  your  inter- 
est, and  mine,  and  all  men's,  however 
long  we  have  dwelt  in  lies,  to  live  in 
truth.  Does  this  sound  harsh  to-day? 
You  will  soon  love  what  is  dictated  by 
your  nature  as  well  as  mine,  and  if  we 
follow  the  truth  it  will  bring  us  out  safe 
at  last.' — But  so  may  you  give  these 
friends  pain.  Yes,  but  I  cannot  sell  my 
liberty  and  my  power,  to  save  their  sensi- 
bility. Besides,  all  persons  have  their 
moments  of  reason,  when  they  look  out 
into  the  region  of  absolute  truth;  then 
will  they  justify  me  and  do  the  same 
thing. 

The  populace  think  that  your  rejection 


of  popular  standards  is  a  rejection  of  all 
standard,  and  mere  antinomianism;  and 
the  bold  sensualist  will  use  the  name  of 
philosophy  to  gild  his  crimes.  But  the 
law  of  consciousness  abides.  There  are 
two  confessionals,  in  one  or  the  other  of 
which  we  must  be  shriven.  You  may  ful- 
fil your  round  of  duties  by  clearing  your- 
self in  the  direct,  or  in  the  reflex  way. 
Consider  whether  you  have  satisfied  your 
relations  to  father,  mother,  cousin,  neigh- 
bor, town,  cat  and  dog — whether  any  of 
these  can  upbraid  you.  But  I  may  also 
neglect  this  reflex  standard  and  absolve 
me  to  myself.  I  have  my  own  stern 
claims  and  perfect  circle.  It  denies  the 
name  of  duty  to  many  offices  that  are 
called  duties.  But  if  I  can  discharge  its 
debts  it  enables  me  to  dispense  with 
the  popular  code.  If  any  one  imagines 
that  this  law  is  lax,  let  him  keep  its 
commandment  one  day. 

And  truly  it  demands  something  god- 
like in  him  who  has  cast  off  the  common 
motives  of  humanity  and  has  ventured 
to  trust  himself  for  a  taskmaster.  High 
be  his  heart,  faithful  his  will,  clear  his 
sight,  that  he  may  in  good  earnest  be 
doctrine,  society,  law,  to  himself,  that  a 
simple  purpose  may  be  to  him  as  strong 
as  iron  necessity  is  to  others! 

If  any  man  consider  the  present 
aspects  of  what  is  called  by  distinction 
society,  he  will  see  the  need  of  these 
ethics.  The  sinew  and  heart  of  man  seem 
to  be  drawn  out,  and  we  are  become 
timorous,  desponding  whimperers.  We 
are  afraid  of  truth,  afraid  of  fortune, 
afraid  of  death,  and  afraid  of  each  other. 
Our  age  yields  no  great  and  perfect  per- 
sons. We  want  men  and  women  who 
shall  renovate  life  and  our  social  state, 
but  we  see  that  most  natures  are  in- 
solvent, cannot  satisfy  their  own  wants, 
have  an  ambition  out  of  all  proportion 
to  their  practical  force  and  do  lean  and 
beg  day  and  night  continually.  Our 
housekeeping  is  mendicant,  our  arts,  our 
occupations,  our  marriages,  our  religion 
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we  have  not  chosen,  but  society  has 
chosen  for  us.  We  are  parlor  soldiers. 
We  shun  the  rugged  battle  of  fate,  where 
strength  is  born. 

If  our  young  men  miscarry  in  their 
first  enterprises  they  lose  all  heart.  If 
the  young  merchant  fails,  men  say  he  is 
ruined.  If  the  finest  genius  studies  at 
one  of  our  colleges  and  is  not  installed 
in  an  office  within  one  year  afterwards 
in  the  cities  or  suburbs  of  Boston  or  New 
York,  it  seems  to  his  friends  and  to  him- 
self that  he  is  right  in  being  disheartened 
and  in  complaining  the  rest  of  his  life. 
A  sturdy  lad  from  New  Hampshire  or 
Vermont,  who  in  turn  tries  all  the  pro- 
fessions, who  teams  it,  farms  it,  peddles, 
keeps  a  school,  preaches,  edits  a  news- 
paper, goes  to  Congress,  buys  a  town- 
ship, and  so  forth,  in  successive  years, 
and  always  like  a  cat  falls  on  his  feet, 
is  worth  a  hundred  of  these  city  dolls. 
He  walks  abreast  with  his  days  and  feels 
no  shame  in  not  'studying  a  profession,' 
for  he  does  not  postpone  his  life,  but 
lives  already.  He  has  not  one  chance, 
but  a  hundred  chances.  Let  a  Stoic  open 
the  resources  of  man  and  tell  men  they 
are  not  leaning  willows,  but  can  and 
must  detach  themselves;  that  with  the 
exercise  of  self-trust,  new  powers  shall 
appear;  that  a  man  is  the  word  made 
flesh,  born  to  shed  healing  to  the  nations; 
that  he  should  be  ashamed  of  our  com- 
passion, and  that  the  moment  he  acts 
from  himself,  tossing  the  laws,  the  books, 
idolatries  and  customs  out  of  the  window, 
we  pity  him  no  more  but  thank  and 
revere  him;  and  that  teacher  shall  re- 
store the  life  of  man  to  splendor  and 
make  his  name  dear  to  all  history. 

It  is  easy  to  see  that  a  greater  self- 
reliance  must  work  a  revolution  in  all 
the  offices  and  relations  of  men;  in  their 
religion;  in  their  education;  in  their  pur- 
suits; their  modes  of  living;  their  associ- 
ation; in  their  property;  in  their  specula- 
tive views. 

1.  In    what    prayers    do    men    allow 
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themselves!  That  which  they  call  a  holy 
office  is  not  so  much  as  brave  and  manly. 
Prayer  looks  abroad  and  asks  for  some 
foreign  addition  to  come  through  some 
foreign  virtue,  and  loses  itself  in  endless 
mazes  of  natural  and  supernatural,  and 
mediatorial  and  miraculous.  Prayer  that 
craves  a  particular  commodity,  anything 
less  than  all  good,  is  vicious.  Prayer  is 
the  contemplation  of  the  facts  of  life 
from  the  highest  point  of  view.  It  is  the 
soliloquy  of  a  beholding  and  jubilant 
soul.  It  is  the  spirit  of  God  pronouncing 
his  works  good.  But  prayer  as  a  means 
to  effect  a  private  end  is  meanness  and 
theft.  It  supposes  dualism  and  not  unity 
in  nature  and  consciousness.  As  soon  as 
the  man  is  at  one  with  God,  he  will  not 
beg.  He  will  then  see  prayer  in  all  action. 
The  prayer  of  the  farmer  kneeling  in  his 
field  to  weed  it,  the  prayer  of  the  rower 
kneeling  with  the  stroke  of  his  oar,  are 
true  prayers  heard  throughout  nature, 
though  for  cheap  ends.  Caratach,  in 
Fletcher's  "Bonduca,"  when  admonished 
to  inquire  the  mind  of  the  god  Audate, 
replies — 

His  hidden  meaning  lies  in  our  endeavors; 
Our  valors  are  our  best  gods. 

Another  sort  of  false  prayers  are  our 
regrets.  Discontent  is  the  want  of  self- 
reliance:  it  is  infirmity  of  will.  Regret 
calamities  if  you  can  thereby  help  the 
sufferer;  if  not,  attend  your  own  work 
and  already  the  evil  begins  to  be  re- 
paired. Our  sympathy  is  just  as  base.  We 
come  to  them  who  weep  foolishly  and 
sit  down  and  cry  for  company,  instead 
of  imparting  to  them  truth  and  health 
in  rough  electric  shocks,  putting  them 
once  more  in  communication  with  their 
own  reason.  The  secret  of  fortune  is  joy 
in  our  hands.  Welcome  evermore  to  gods 
and  men  is  the  self-helping  man.  For  him 
all  doors  are  flung  wide;  him  all  tongues 
greet,  all  honors  crown,  all  eyes  follow 
with  desire.  Our  love  goes  out  to  him 
and  embraces  him  because  he  did  not 


need  it.  We  solicitously  and  apologet- 
ically caress  and  celebrate  him  because 
he  held  on  his  way  and  scorned  our  dis- 
approbation. The  gods  love  him  because 
men  hated  him.  "To  the  persevering 
mortal,"  said  Zoroaster,  "the  blessed  Im- 
mortals are  swift." 

As  men's  prayers  are  a  disease  of  the 
will,  so  are  their  creeds  a  disease  of  the 
intellect.  They  say  with  those  foolish 
Israelites,  'Let  not  God  speak  to  us,  lest 
we  die.  Speak  thou,  speak  any  man  with 
us,  and  we  will  obey.'  Everywhere  I  am 
hindered  of  meeting  God  in  my  brother, 
because  he  has  shut  his  own  temple 
doors  and  recites  fables  merely  of  his 
brother's,  or  his  brother's  brother's  God. 
Every  new  mind  is  a  new  classification. 
If  it  prove  a  mind  of  uncommon  activity 
and  power,  a  Locke,  a  Lavoisier,  a  Hut- 
ton,  a  Bentham,  a  Fourier,  it  imposes  its 
classification  on  other  men,  and  lo!  a  new 
system.  In  proportion  to  the  depth  of 
the  thought,  and  so  to  the  number  of  the 
objects  it  touches  and  brings  within  reach 
of  the  pupil,  is  his  complacency.  But 
chiefly  is  this  apparent  in  creeds  and 
churches,  which  are  also  classifications 
of  some  powerful  mind  acting  on  the 
elemental  thought  of  duty  and  man's  re- 
lation to  the  Highest.  Such  is  Calvinism, 
Quakerism,  Swedenborgism.  The  pupil 
takes  the  same  delight  in  subordinating 
every  thing  to  the  new  terminology  as  a 
girl  who  has  just  learned  botany  in 
seeing  a  new  earth  and  new  seasons 
thereby.  It  will  happen  for  a  time  that 
the  pupil  will  find  his  intellectual  power 
has  grown  by  the  study  of  his  master's 
mind.  But  in  all  unbalanced  minds  the 
classification  is  idolized,  passes  for  the 
end  and  not  for  a  speedily  exhaustible 
means,  so  that  the  walls  of  the  system 
blend  to  their  eye  in  the  remote  horizon 
with  the  walls  of  the  universe;  the 
luminaries  of  heaven  seem  to  them  hung 
on  the  arch  their  master  built.  They  can- 
not imagine  how  you  aliens  have  any 
right  to  see — how  you  can  see;  It  must 


be  somehow  that  you  stole  the  light  from 
us.'  They  do  not  yet  perceive  that  light, 
unsystematic,  indomitable,  will  break  into 
any  cabin,  even  into  theirs.  Let  them 
chirp  awhile  and  call  it  their  own.  If 
they  are  honest  and  do  well,  presently 
their  neat  new  pinfold  will  be  too  strait 
and  low,  will  crack,  will  lean,  will  rot 
and  vanish,  and  the  immortal  light,  all 
young  and  joyful,  million-orbed,  million- 
colored,  will  beam  over  the  universe  as 
on   the  first  morning. 

2.  It  is  for  want  of  self-culture  that 
the  superstition  of  Travelling,  whose 
idols  are  Italy,  England,  Egypt,  retains 
its  fascination  for  all  educated  Ameri- 
cans. They  who  made  England,  Italy, 
or  Greece  venerable  in  the  imagination, 
did  so  by  sticking  fast  where  they  were, 
like  an  axis  of  the  earth.  In  manly  hours 
we  feel  that  duty  is  our  place.  The  soul 
is  no  traveller;  the  wise  man  stays  at 
home,  and  when  his  necessities,  his 
duties,  on  any  occasion  call  him  from 
his  house,  or  into  foreign  lands,  he  is  at 
home  still  and  shall  make  men  sensible 
by  the  expression  of  his  countenance 
that  he  goes,  the  missionary  of  wisdom 
and  virtue,  and  visits  cities  and  men  like 
a  sovereign  and  not  like  an  interloper  or 
a  valet. 

I  have  no  churlish  objection  to  the 
circumnavigation  of  the  globe  for  the 
purposes  of  art,  of  study,  and  benevo- 
lence, so  that  the  man  is  first  domesti- 
cated, or  does  not  go  abroad  with  the 
hope  of  finding  somewhat  greater  than 
he  knows.  He  who  travels  to  be  amused, 
or  to  get  somewhat  which  he  does  not 
carry,  travels  away  from  himself,  and 
grows  old  even  in  youth  among  old 
things.  In  Thebes,  in  Palmyra,  his  will 
and  mind  have  become  old  and  dilapi- 
dated as  they.  He  carries  ruins  to  ruins. 

Travelling  is  a  fool's  paradise.  Our 
first  journeys  discover  to  us  the  indiffer- 
ence of  places.  At  home  I  dream  that  at 
Naples,  at  Rome,  I  can  be  intoxicated 
with  beauty  and  lose  my  sadness.  I  pack 
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my  trunk,  embrace  my  friends,  embark 
on  the  sea  and  at  last  wake  up  in  Naples, 
and  there  beside  me  is  the  stern  fact,  the 
sad  self,  unrelenting,  identical,  that  I 
fled  from.  I  seek  the  Vatican  and  the 
palaces.  I  affect  to  be  intoxicated  with 
sights  and  suggestions,  but  I  am  not  in- 
toxicated. My  giant  goes  with  me  wher- 
ever I  go. 

3.  But  the  rage  of  travelling  is  a 
symptom  of  a  deeper  unsoundness  affect- 
ing the  whole  intellectual  action.  The 
intellect  is  vagabond,  and  our  system  of 
education  fosters  restlessness.  Our  minds 
travel  when  our  bodies  are  forced  to  stay 
at  home.  We  imitate;  and  what  is  imita- 
tion but  the  travelling  of  the  mind?  Our 
houses  are  built  with  foreign  taste;  our 
shelves  are  garnished  with  foreign  orna- 
ments; our  opinions,  our  tastes,  our  fac- 
ulties, lean,  and  follow  the  Past  and  the 
Distant.  The  soul  created  the  arts  wher- 
ever they  have  flourished.  It  was  in  his 
own  mind  that  the  artist  sought  his 
model.  It  was  an  application  of  his  own 
thought  to  the  thing  to  be  done  and  the 
conditions  to  be  observed.  And  why 
need  we  copy  the  Doric  or  the  Gothic 
model?  Beauty,  convenience,  grandeur 
of  thought  and  quaint  expression  are  as 
near  to  us  as  to  any,  and  if  the  American 
artist  will  study  with  hope  and  love  the 
precise  thing  to  be  done  by  him,  con- 
sidering the  climate,  the  soil,  the  length 
of  the  day,  the  wants  of  the  people,  the 
habit  and  form  of  the  government,  he 
will  create  a  house  in  which  all  these 
will  find  themselves  fitted,  and  taste  and 
sentiment  will  be  satisfied  also. 

Insist  on  yourself;  never  imitate.  Your 
own  gift  you  can  present  every  moment 
with  the  cumulative  force  of  a  whole 
life's  cultivation;  but  of  the  adopted  tal- 
ent of  another  you  have  only  an  ex- 
temporaneous half  possession.  That 
which  each  can  do  best,  none  but  his 
Maker  can  teach  him.  No  man  yet  knows 
what  it  is,  nor  can,  till  that  person  has 
exhibited  it.  Where  is  the  master  who 
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could  have  taught  Shakespeare?  Where 
is  the  master  who  could  have  instructed 
Franklin,  or  Washington,  or  Bacon,  or 
Newton?  Every  great  man  is  a  unique. 
The  Scipionism  of  Scipio  is  precisely  that 
part  he  could  not  borrow.  Shakespeare 
will  never  be  made  by  the  study  of 
Shakespeare.  Do  that  which  is  assigned 
you,  and  you  cannot  hope  too  much  or 
dare  too  much.  There  is  at  this  moment 
for  you  an  utterance  brave  and  grand  as 
that  of  the  colossal  chisel  of  Phidias,  or 
trowel  of  the  Egyptians,  or  the  pen  of 
Moses  or  Dante,  but  different  from  all 
these.  Not  possibly  will  the  soul,  all 
rich,  all  eloquent,  with  thousand-cloven 
tongue,  deign  to  repeat  itself;  but  if  you 
can  hear  what  these  patriarchs  say, 
surely  you  can  reply  to  them  in  the  same 
pitch  of  voice;  for  the  ear  and  the  tongue 
are  two  organs  of  one  nature.  Abide  in 
the  simple  and  noble  regions  of  thy  life, 
obey  thy  heart,  and  thou  shalt  reproduce 
the  Foreworld  again. 

4.  As  our  Religion,  our  Education,  our 
Art  look  abroad,  so  does  our  spirit  of 
society.  All  men  plume  themselves  on  the 
improvement  of  society,  and  no  man  im- 
proves. 

Society  never  advances.  It  recedes  as 
fast  on  one  side  as  it  gains  on  the  other. 
It  undergoes  continual  changes;  it  is  bar- 
barous, it  is  civilized,  it  is  christianized, 
it  is  rich,  it  is  scientific;  but  this  change 
is  not  amelioration.  For  every  thing  that 
is  given  something  is  taken.  Society  ac- 
quires new  arts  and  loses  old  instincts. 
What  a  contrast  between  the  well-clad, 
reading,  writing,  thinking  American, 
with  a  watch,  a  pencil  and  a  bill  of  ex- 
change ill  his  pocket,  and  the  naked  New 
Zealander,  whose  property  is  a  club,  a 
spear,  a  mat  and  an  undivided  twentieth 
of  a  shed  to  sleep  under!  But  compare 
the  health  of  the  two  men  and  you  shall 
see  that  the  white  man  has  lost  his 
aboriginal  strength.  If  the  traveller  tell 
us  truly,  strike  the  savage  with  a  broad- 
axe  and  in  a  day  or  two  the  flesh  shall 


unite  and  heal  as  if  you  struck  the  blow 
into  soft  pitch,  and  the  same  blow  shall 
send  the  white  to  his  grave. 

The  civilized  man  has  built  a  coach, 
but  has  lost  the  use  of  his  feet.  He  is 
suported  on  crutches,  but  lacks  so  much 
support  of  muscle.  He  has  a  fine  Geneva 
watch,  but  he  fails  of  the  skill  to  tell  the 
hour  by  the  sun.  A  Greenwich  nautical 
almanac  he  has,  and  so  being  sure  of  the 
information  when  he  wants  it,  the  man 
in  the  street  does  not  know  a  star  in  the 
sky.  The  solstice  he  does  not  observe; 
the  equinox  he  knows  as  little;  and  the 
whole  bright  calendar  of  the  year  is 
without  a  dial  in  his  mind.  His  note- 
books impair  his  memory;  his  libraries 
overload  his  wit;  the  insurance-office  in- 
creases the  number  of  accidents;  and  it 
may  be  a  question  whether  machinery 
does  not  encumber;  whether  we  have 
not  lost  by  refinement  some  energy,  by  a 
Christianity,  entrenched  in  establish- 
ments and  forms,  some  vigor  of  wild 
virtue.  For  every  Stoic  was  a  Stoic;  but 
in  Christendom  where  is  the  Christian? 

There  is  no  more  deviation  in  the 
moral  standard  than  in  the  standard  of 
height  or  bulk.  No  greater  men  are  now 
than  ever  were.  A  singular  equality  may 
be  observed  between  the  great  men  of 
the  first  and  of  the  last  ages;  nor  can  all 
the  science,  art,  religion,  and  philosophy 
of  the  nineteenth  century  avail  to  edu- 
cate greater  men  than  Plutarch's  heroes, 
three  or  four  and  twenty  centuries  ago. 
Not  in  time  is  the  race  progressive. 
Phocion,  Socrates,  Anaxagoras,  Diogenes, 
are  great  men,  but  they  leave  no  class. 
He  who  is  really  of  their  class  will  not 
be  called  by  their  name,  but  will  be  his 
own  man,  and  in  his  turn  the  founder  of 
a  sect.  The  arts  and  inventions  of  each 
period  are  only  its  costume  and  do  not 
invigorate  men.  The  harm  of  the  im- 
proved machinery  may  compensate  its 
good.  Hudson  and  Behring  accomplished 
so  much  in  their  fishing-boats  as  to  aston- 
ish Parry  and  Franklin,  whose  equipment 
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exhausted  the  resources  of  science  and 
art.  Galileo,  with  an  opera-glass,  discov- 
ered a  more  splendid  series  of  celestial 
phenomena  than  any  one  since.  Colum- 
bus found  the  New  World  in  an  un- 
decked boat.  It  is  curious  to  see  the 
periodical  disuse  and  perishing  of  means 
and  machinery  which  were  introduced 
with  loud  laudation  a  few  years  or  cen- 
turies before.  The  great  genius  returns 
to  essential  man.  We  reckoned  the  im- 
provements of  the  art  of  war  among 
the  triumphs  of  science,  and  yet  Na- 
poleon conquered  Europe  by  the  bivouac, 
which  consisted  of  falling  back  on  naked 
valor  and  disencumbering  it  of  all  aids. 
The  Emperor  held  it  impossible  to 
make  a  perfect  army,  says  Las  Casas, 
"without  abolishing  our  arms,  magazines, 
commissaries  and  carriages,  until,  in  imi- 
tation of  the  Roman  custom,  the  soldier 
should  receive  his  supply  of  corn,  grind 
it  in  his  hand-mill  and  bake  his  bread 
himself." 

Society  is  a  wave.  The  wave  moves 
onward,  but  the  water  of  which  it  is 
composed  does  not.  The  same  particle 
does  not  rise  from  the  valley  to  the  ridge. 
Its  unity  is  only  phenomenal.  The  per- 
sons who  make  up  a  nation  to-day,  next 
year  die,  and  their  experience  dies  with 
them. 

And  so  the  reliance  on  Property,  in- 
cluding the  reliance  on  governments 
which  protect  it,  is  the  want  of  self- 
reliance.  Men  have  looked  away  from 
themselves  and  at  things  so  long  that 
they  have  come  to  esteem  the  religious, 
learned  and  civil  institutions  as  guards 
of  property,  and  they  deprecate  assaults 
on  these,  because  they  feel  them  to  be 
assaults  on  property.  They  measure  their 
esteem  of  each  other  by  what  each  has, 
and  not  by  what  each  is.  But  a  culti- 
vated man  becomes  ashamed  of  his  prop- 
erty, out  of  new  respect  for  his  nature. 
Especially  he  hates  what  he  has  if  he 
see  that  it  is  accidental — came  to  him 
by  inheritance,  or  gift,  or  crime;  then  he 


feels  that  it  is  not  having;  it  does  not 
belong  to  him,  has  no  root  in  him  and 
merely  lies  there  because  no  revolution 
or  no  robber  takes  it  away.  But  that 
which  a  man  is,  does  always  by  neces- 
sity acquire;  and  what  the  man  acquires, 
is  living  property,  which  does  not  wait 
the  beck  of  rulers,  or  mobs,  or  revolu- 
tions, or  fire,  or  storm,  or  bankruptcies, 
but  perpetually  renews  itself  wherever 
the  man  breathes.  "Thy  lot  or  portion  of 
life,"  said  the  Caliph  Ali,  "is  seeking  after 
thee;  therefore  be  at  rest  from  seeking 
after  it."  Our  dependence  on  these  for- 
eign goods  leads  us  to  our  slavish  respect 
for  numbers.  The  political  parties  meet 
in  numerous  conventions;  the  greater  the 
concourse  and  with  each  new  uproar  of 
anouncement,  The  delegation  from  Es- 
sex! The  Democrats  from  New  Hamp- 
shire! The  Whigs  of  Maine!  the  young 
patriot  feels  himself  stronger  than  be- 
fore by  a  new  thousand  of  eyes  and 
arms.  In  like  manner  the  reformers  sum- 
mon conventions  and  vote  and  resolve 
in  multitude.  Not  so,  O  friends!  will  the 
God  deign  to  enter  and  inhabit  you,  but 
by  a  method  precisely  the  reverse.  It  is 
only  as  a  man  puts  off  all  foreign  sup- 
port and  stands  alone  that  I  see  him  to 
be  strong  and  to  prevail.  He  is  weaker 
by  every  recruit  to  his  banner.  Is  not  a 
man  better  than  a  town?  Ask  nothing  of 
men,  and,  in  the  endless  mutation,  thou 
only  firm  column  must  presently  appear 
the  upholder  of  all  that  surrounds  thee. 
He  who  knows  that  power  is  inborn,  that 
he  is  weak  because  he  has  looked  for 
good  out  of  him  and  elsewhere,  and,  so 
perceiving,  throws  himself  unhesitatingly 
on  his  thought,  instantly  rights  himself, 
stands  in  the  erect  position,  commands 
his  limbs,  works  miracles;  just  as  a  man 
who  stands  on  his  feet  is  stronger  than  a 
man  who  stands  on  his  head. 

So  use  all  that  is  called  Fortune.  Most 
men  gamble  with  her,  and  gain  all,  and 
lose  all,  as  her  wheel  rolls.  But  do  thou 
leave   as  unlawful  these  winnings,   and 
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deal  with  Cause  and  Effect,  the  chan- 
cellors of  God.  In  the  Will  work  and  ac- 
quire, and  thou  hast  chained  the  wheel 
of  Chance,  and  shall  sit  hereafter  out  of 
fear  from  her  rotations.  A  political  vic- 
tory, a  rise  of  rents,  the  recovery  of  your 
sick  or  the  return  of  your  absent  friend, 
or  some  other  favorable  event  raises  your 
spirits,  and  you  think  good  days  are  pre- 
paring for  you.  Do  not  believe  it.  Noth- 
ing can  bring  you  peace  but  yourself. 
Nothing  can  bring  you  peace  but  the 
triumph  of  principles. 


Abraham  Lincoln 
*  1809-1865 


Abraham  Lincoln  spoke  only  ten  sen- 
tences at  the  dedication  of  the  National 
Cemetery  at  Gettysburg  on  November 
19,  1863.  He  talked,  not  of  literature,  but 
of  the  subject  of  literature,  which  is  the 
spirit  of  man.  His  sentences  survive  be- 
cause they  continue  to  speak  to  and  of 
that  spirit.  It  is  difficult  to  think  of  any 
others  which  do  their  work  so  simply 
and  well. 


The  Gettysburg  Address 

Fourscore  and  seven  years  ago  our 
fathers  brought  forth  on  this  continent 
a  new  nation,  conceived  in  liberty,  and 
dedicated  to  the  proposition  that  all  men 
are  created  equal. 

Now  we  are  engaged  in  a  great  civil 
war,  testing  whether  that  nation,  or  any 
nation  so  conceived  and  so  dedicated, 
can  long  endure.  We  are  met  in  a  great 
battlefield  of  that  war.  We  have  come 
to  dedicate  a  portion  of  that  field  as  a 
final   resting-place   for   those   who    here 


gave  their  lives  that  that  nation  might 
live.  It  is  altogether  fitting  and  proper 
that  we  should  do  this. 

But,  in  a  larger  sense,  we  cannot  dedi- 
cate— we  cannot  consecrate — we  cannot 
hallow — this  ground.  The  brave  men, 
living  and  dead,  who  struggled  here, 
have  consecrated  it  far  above  our  poor 
power  to  add  or  detract.  The  world  will 
little  note  or  long  remember  what  we 
say  here,  but  it  can  never  forget  what 
they  did  here.  It  is  for  us,  the  living, 
rather,  to  be  dedicated  here  to  the  un- 
finished work  which  they  who  fought 
here  have  thus  far  so  nobly  advanced.  It 
is  rather  for  us  to  be  here  dedicated  to 
the  great  task  remaining  before  us — that 
from  these  honored  dead  we  take  in- 
creased devotion  to  that  cause  for  which 
they  gave  the  last  full  measure  of  de- 
votion; that  we  here  highly  resolve  that 
these  dead  shall  not  have  died  in  vain; 
that  this  nation,  under  God,  shall  have  a 
new  birth  of  freedom;  and  that  govern- 
ment of  the  people,  by  the  people,  for 
the  people,  shall  not  perish  from  the 
earth. 


Logan  Pearsall  Smith 
*  18654946 


Logan  Pearsall  Smith  was  a  Quaker  from 
New  Jersey  who  as  a  young  man  knew 
and  befriended  Walt  Whitman.  Edu- 
cated at  Haverford  College  and  then  at 
Oxford,  he  spent  most  of  his  adult  life  in 
England  as  a  bibliophile  who  amused 
his  friends  and  himself  with  such  collec- 
tions of  aphoristic  essays  as  trivia  in 
1902  and  more  trivia  in  1921.  He  wrote 
infrequently  and  without  robust  power, 
but  with  concentration  on  saying  exactly 
what  he  had  in  mind.  "The  Prospects  of 
Literature"    appeared    in    1927    as    a 
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pamphlet  printed  by  the  Hogarth  Press 
of  Smith's  friends  Leonard  and  Virginia 
Woolf. 


The  Prospects  of  Literature 

.  .  .  Literature  is  not  a  branch  of  phi- 
losophy or  of  social  science;  it  is  an  art, 
and  the  arts  blossom  freely — and  how 
rarely  they  blossom  with  freedom! — un- 
der certain  technical  conditions,  and 
when  their  material,  their  medium  hap- 
pens to  be  in  a  state  favorable  to  their 
right  development.  Great  thoughts  seem 
only  able  to  produce  great  literature 
when  they  happen  to  coincide  with  a 
special  condition  of  the  means  of  ex- 
pression, with  what  I  may  call,  perhaps, 
a  certain  plastic  state  of  language.  This 
plastic  state  is  due  either  to  the  unhack- 
neyed freshness  of  an  unexploited  idiom, 
full  of  unconscious  poetry,  and  with  the 
dew  of  the  morning,  so  to  speak,  upon  it 
— and  an  unexhausted  form  of  speech 
like  this,  as  with  the  Greeks,  the  Romans 
and  the  Elizabethan  English,  has  formed 
the  medium  of  the  supremest  literature; 
or  it  may  be  due,  as  in  the  Romantic 
period,  to  what  is  called  linguistic  reno- 
vation, to  the  vigor  borrowed  from  popu- 
lar speech,  and  to  the  revival  of  an  old 
vocabulary  which  had  fallen  out  of  use. 
So  important  is  this  need  of  an  unhack- 
neyed, expressive  diction  to  give  to 
thought  an  enduring  form,  or  at  least  so 
important  does  it  seem  to  me  (but  I  am 
perhaps  a  faddist  on  the  subject),  that 
I  should  hardly  consider  it  a  paradox 
to  regard  what  we  call  the  great  imagi- 
native periods  of  literature  as  being,  in 
fact,  linguistic  phenomena — incidents, 
not  so  much  in  the  history  of  man's  mind, 
as  in  that  of  his  language. 

Of  the  preoccupation  with  language, 
the  verbal  precosity  and  experiment 
which  absorbed  so  much  attention  in  the 
age  of  Ronsard  in  France,  and  in  that 


of  Shakespeare  in  England,  or  of  that 
search  for  a  renewed  vocabulary  which 
inaugurated  the  Romantic  revivals  in 
those  countries, — of  any  of  this  kind  of 
linguistic  ferment,  which  is  the  surest 
sign  of  a  revival  of  letters,  I  can  see, 
however,  little  or  no  evidence  today. 
Almost  all  our  younger  writers  appear 
to  be  perfectly  content  with  the  common 
and  current  vocabulary;  save  for  a  few 
almost  grotesque  aberrations,  the  diction 
and  style  of  each  of  them  is  indistin- 
guishable, to  me  at  least,  from  the  dic- 
tion and  style  of  any  of  the  others. 

The  very  conditions,  moreover,  which 
I  have  already  mentioned  as  being  ap- 
parently so  full  of  encouragement — the 
widespread  interest  in  literature,  the 
large  reading  public,  the  prompt  recog- 
nition of  merit, — all  these  things  are 
hardly  as  favorable  as  they  might  seem 
to  the  development  of  literary  talent. 
Enduring  excellence  in  any  art  is  not  at 
all  a  necessary  result — it  would  seem 
indeed  to  be  more  like  an  accidental  by- 
product— of  artistic  activity,  and  a  gen- 
eral interest  in  the  art,  and  enthusiasm 
for  it,  often  tends,  by  making  it  fash- 
ionable, to  hamper  and  impede,  rather 
than  to  foster  it.  And  is  not  this  what 
is  happening  today?  A  large  number  of 
people  who  would  do  well  to  concern 
themselves  with  other  things  are  now 
led  by  fasten  to  take  an  intelligent,  or 
semi-intelligent,  interest  in  new  books; 
they  form  enthusiastic  cliques,  so  eager 
to  welcome  and  make  notorious  any  nov- 
elty, that  the  clever  young  writer  is  able 
to  attain  recognition  much  too  easily. 
Success  is,  indeed,  as  Trollope  says 
somewhere,  a  necessary  poison;  but  they 
are  fortunate,  he  wisely  adds,  to  whom 
it  comes  late  in  life  and  in  small  doses. 

The  effects  of  this  easy  success — and 
of  the  many  dangers  in  the  path  of  the 
would-be  artist,  premature  success  is 
probably  the  most  dangerous, — the  re- 
sults of  this  quickly  won  popularity  are 
not  difficult  to  observe  all  about  us.  As 
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soon  as  any  glimmering  of  talent,  any 
freshness  of  originality,  makes  its  appear- 
ance, it  is  immediately  noted  and  ex- 
ploited. Editors  of  the  weekly  and  even 
the  daily  papers  seize  upon  it;  they  have 
acquired,  one  may  almost  say  of  them, 
the  habits  of  cannibals  or  ogres;  they 
suck  the  brains  of  young  writers,  and 
then  replace  them  by  a  new  levy  of 
adolescent  talent.  Their  victims  find  it 
easy  at  the  outstart  to  make  money;  even 
the  fashion-papers  pay  them  large  sums 
for  their  little  essays;  they  acquire  ex- 
pensive habits;  they  are  introduced  by 
benevolent  patrons  into  what  is  called 
good  society,  and  losing  before  long,  as 
journalists  are  apt  to  lose,  the  power  of 
reading  and  of  nourishing  their  minds 
by  disinterested  study,  they  soon  exhaust 
their  little  stock  of  originality:  they  have 
nothing  more  to  say;  their  contributions 
are  no  longer  wanted;  a  new  set  of  be- 
ginners supplants  them,  to  be  soon  ex- 
hausted and  supplanted  in  their  turn. 

I  do  not  mean  to  suggest  that  jour- 
nalism, the  habit  of  rapid  composition 
for  the  press,  is  always  inimical  to  talent. 
Often,  indeed,  to  men  of  matured  minds 
it  is  a  fortunate  incentive,  which  com- 
pels them,  as  it  compelled  Hazlitt  for 
instance,  to  give  the  world  their  accu- 
mulated treasures  of  reading  and  medi- 
tation, to  pour  out  the  richness  of  their 
minds  upon  paper.  But  to  the  young,  the 
inexperienced,  the  immature,  how  can 
this  marketing  of  unripe  fruit,  be  any- 
thing but  injurious? 

Publishers  also  compete  nowadays 
with  editors  in  killing  the  goose  whose 
golden  eggs  they  live  on.  As  soon  as  a 
young  author  makes  a  success  his  pub- 
lisher urges  him  to  repeat  it  at  once; 
other  publishers  are  eager  to  win  his 
patronage,  and  he  is  not  infrequently 
offered  a  fixed  income  on  the  condition 
that  he  shall  regularly  provide  one  or  two 
volumes  a  year.  It  is  difficult  for  the 
impecunious  young  to  refuse  these  of- 
fers;   but   they    stimulate,    they    indeed 


necessitate,  that  kind  of  hasty  and  abun- 
dant composition  which  must  be  harmful 
to  any  young  writer,  unless  indeed  he  is 
endowed  with  the  supremest  talent.  A 
great  genius,  it  is  true,  born  in  a  great 
age  of  literary  creation,  and  finding 
ready  at  hand  a  plastic  medium  in  which 
to  embody  his  imagination,  is  sometimes 
able  to  produce  abundant  masterpieces, 
one  after  the  other,  and  to  write  down 
without  care  pages  which  are  destined 
to  endure  for  ever.  But  these  fortunate 
epochs  occur  so  rarely,  and  these  great 
unscrupulous  artists  who,  like  Shake- 
speare or  Moliere,  can  cater  for  the 
market  without  harm,  and  blamelessly 
worship  the  golden  calf  on  the  highest 
peak  of  Parnassus,  are  so  divinely  gifted 
and  so  exceptional,  that  they  are  quite 
outside  all  the  ordinary  rules. 

It  would  be  invidious  to  mention 
names,  but  in  following  the  careers  of 
the  more  recent  writers  whose  first  books 
have  charmed  me,  I  almost  invariably 
find  that  their  earliest  publications,  or  at 
least  their  earliest  successes,  are  their 
best  achievements;  their  promise  ripens 
to  no  fulfillment;  each  subsequent  work 
tends  to  be  a  feeble  replica  and  fainter 
echo  of  the  first.  In  recent  years,  and 
especially  since  the  war,  similar  condi- 
tions have  prevailed  in  France  and  in 
America;  in  these  countries,  as  in  Eng- 
land, the  number  of  miscarriages  of 
talent,  the  rate  of  infant  mortality  among 
gifts  of  promise,  seems  to  be  ever  in- 
creasing. And,  indeed,  with  all  the  ad- 
vertisement and  premature  publicity  of 
our  time,  where  can  we  hope  to  find 
that  leisurely  ripening  of  talent  in  the 
shade  of  obscurity,  that  slow  develop- 
ment by  experiment  and  failure,  by 
which  it  can  best  be  mellowed  and  ma- 
tured? 

No;  the  old,  hard  conditions  were 
surely  better.  It  was  much  better  to  stone 
the  prophets  than  to  crown  them,  as  we 
now  crown  them  at  once,  with  roses. 
They  are  stifled  by  the  roses,  but  the 


stones  in  the  old  days  of  stoning  only 
drove  them  out  into  the  desert  to  medi- 
tate on  their  mission  and  perfect  their 
gifts,  so  that  they  might  return  at  last 
to  take  their  revenge  on  the  world  which 
had  scorned  them. 


Van  Wyck  Brooks 
*  1886- 


Since  1909  when  in  wine  of  the  puri- 
tans he  pointed  to  the  stultifying  effect 
of  our  barren  seventeenth  century  on  all 
subsequent  American  culture,  Van  Wyck 
Brooks  has  spoken  often  with  authority 
on  matters  of  literary  history  and  in  criti- 
cism of  the  writings  of  his  time.  His 
search  for  a  usable  past,  by  which  he 
means  a  native  tradition  on  which  Amer- 
ican writers  can  build  with  profit,  re- 
sulted in  books  on  Mark  Twain,  Henry 
James,  and  Emerson.  But  best  known 
now  among  his  writings  is  the  "Makers 
and  Finders"  series  which  in  five  vol- 
umes publislwd  between  1936  and  1952 
surveys  the  history  of  literary  activity  in 
the  United  States  from  the  time  of  Wash- 
ington Irving  to  the  first  World  War. 
"On  Literature  Today"  was  first  pre- 
sented as  an  address  at  Hunter  College 
in  1940  and  appeared  in  literature  to- 
day in  the  next  year. 


On  Literature  Today 

I  have  been  asked  to  speak  on  the 
state  of  our  literature  today.  We  live  in 
a  very  unhappy  world  at  present,  a  time 
of  great  confusion,  and  the  public  has 
a  right  to  expect  from  its  poets  and 
thinkers  some  light  on  the  causes  of  our 
problems  and  the  way  to  a  better  fu- 
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ture.  Few  writers,  I  think,  at  present, 
are  living  up  to  these  expectations.  But 
still  the  belief  in  literature  persists,  be- 
cause so  many  writers  in  the  past  have 
performed  their  true  public  function.  "In 
literature  alone,"  said  Leopardi,  "the  re- 
generation of  our  country  can  have  a 
substantial  beginning."  This  may  seem 
a  large  claim,  and  yet  there  is  some  truth 
in  it,  for,  as  Ibsen  said,  "Except  as  after- 
wards invented" — invented,  that  is,  by 
thinking  minds — "the  conscious  guiding 
principle  is  never  present  in  the  general 
sentiment  of  the  people."  The  world  can 
only  be  changed  by  desires,  but  we  are 
always  desiring  things,  and  only  ideas 
can  make  desires  effective;  and  so  the 
minds  that  invent  and  express  have  a 
powerful  influence  over  us.  What  then  is 
literature  doing  for  us  in  these  perplex- 
ing times?  And  if  it  is  not  doing  more 
and  better,  what  are  the  reasons  for  this? 
Literature  at  all  times  is  a  very  com- 
plex phenomenon.  When  you  see  it  in 
perspective,  historically,  it  seems  simple 
enough.  We  know  what  we  call  the  Vic- 
torian age.  As  it  appears  in  the  histories, 
it  is  like  the  map  of  a  country,  all  one 
colour,  with  novelists,  poets  and  essayists 
of  various  sizes,  corresponding  to  towns 
and  cities,  dotted  over  the  surface, 
united  by  currents  of  thought  as  clearly 
represented  as  rivers  and  railroads.  But 
if  one  had  lived  in  that  age,  it  would 
all  have  seemed  very  different.  An  age  is 
a  chaos  while  one  is  living  in  it,  and  the 
past  would  be  a  chaos  also  if  it  were  not 
interpreted  for  us.  Besides,  it  is  difficult 
to  understand  living  writers  because  they 
are  involved  in  our  problems,  which  we 
cannot  solve  for  ourselves.  To  generalize 
about  the  present  is  therefore  a  hazard- 
ous undertaking,  although  we  are  com- 
pelled to  undertake.  All  manner  of 
writers  are  living  in  the  world,  and  if, 
confining  oneself  to  America,  one  thinks 
of  talent,  and  even  genius,  the  present 
seems  to  me  beyond  all  question  one  of 
the  brilliant  epochs.  In  literary  capacity, 
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in  vigour  of  style,  in  the  number  of  our 
novelists,  poets  and  critics,  we  are  ob- 
viously in  the  midst  of  a  revival;  and  I 
am  only  quoting  foreign  writers,  English, 
Irish,  French,  Scandinavian,  Russian, 
when  I  say  that  never  before,  outside 
this  country,  wherever  books  are  read, 
have  American  writers  been  so  influen- 
tial. But,  aside  from  this  question  of 
talent,  there  is  another  question,  implied 
in  my  quotations  from  Leopardi  and 
Ibsen.  Among  these  brilliant  writers, 
where  does  one  find  the  "conscious 
guiding  principle"?  How  far  do  they  con- 
tribute to  "regenerate  the  country"?  Let 
the  Russian  writer  Chekhov  reply  to 
these  questions.  "Lift  the  robe  of  our 
muse  and  you  will  find  within  an  empty 
void."  Chekhov  said  this  fifty  years  ago, 
and  perhaps  it  expresses  your  feeling 
about  our  current  literature.  You  may 
agree  with  a  further  observation  which  I 
have  found  in  Chekhov's  Letters:  "Let 
me  remind  you  that  writers  who,  we 
say,  are  for  all  time,  or  are  simply  good, 
and  who  intoxicate  us,  have  one  com- 
mon and  very  important  characteristic. 
They  are  going  towards  something  and 
are  summoning  you  towards  it,  too,  and 
you  feel,  not  with  your  mind,  but  with 
your  whole  being,  that  they  have  some 
object.  .  .  .  The  best  of  them  are  real- 
ists and  paint  life  as  it  is,  but,  through 
every  line's  being  soaked  in  the  con- 
sciousness of  an  object,  you  feel,  besides 
life  as  it  is,  the  life  which  ought  to  be, 
and  that  captivates  you.  And  we?  We 
paint  life  as  it  is,  but  beyond  that — noth- 
ing at  all.  We  have  neither  immediate  nor 
remote  aims,  and  in  our  soul  there  is  a 
great  empty  space." 

I  quote  this  long  passage  because  it 
suggests  the  dominant  note  of  our  epoch. 
We  have,  to  be  sure,  many  writers  who 
do  not  convey  this  impression,  writers 
who  make  us  feel  what  ought  to  be  and 
for  whom  life  is  noble  and  important.  In 
Robert  Frost,  in  Lewis  Mumford,  to 
mention  two  of  these,  one  feels  a  joyous 
confidence  in  human  nature,  an  abound- 


ing faith  in  the  will,  a  sense  of  the  heroic 
in  the  human  adventure,  good  will,  the 
leaven  of  existence.  All  good  things  seem 
possible  as  one  reads  these  writers.  I  re- 
member a  remark  of  John  Butler  Yeats, 
the  father  of  the  Irish  poet.  Thirty  years 
ago,  in  New  York,  I  used  to  see  him 
every  day,  and  one  day  he  spoke  of  an 
old  friend  of  his  in  Dublin,  a  judge  who 
had  retired  from  the  bench.  When  some- 
one asked  this  judge  what  remained  in 
his  mind,  what  had  most  deeply  im- 
pressed him,  during  his  fifty  years  in  the 
criminal  courts,  his  answer  was,  "The 
goodness  of  human  nature."  The  grand 
old  Yeats,  who  also  loved  his  species, 
quoted  this  with  a  smile  of  agreement, 
for  although  he  did  not  take  an  easy 
view  of  life,  he  felt  that  a  seasoned 
magistrate  knew  whereof  he  spoke.  I 
have  never  forgotten  this  remark,  and  I 
have  always  felt  that  literature,  if  it  is  to 
carry  out  its  function,  must  contain  this 
germ  of  faith,  and  that  the  greatest  lit- 
erature has  always  done  so.  The  writers 
who  retain  this  faith  are  what  we  call 
idealists.  Robert  Frost  and  Lewis  Mum- 
ford — let  me  repeat  their  names,  and 
there  are  many  others — stand  in  our  time 
for  this  position.  In  them  one  feels  the 
power  of  the  healthy  will.  Whenever  I 
think  of  them,  I  remember  Whitman's 
line,  "Allons,  the  road  is  before  us." 

This  mood  of  health,  will,  courage, 
faith  in  human  nature,  is  the  dominant 
mood  in  the  history  of  literature.  It  was 
the  mood  of  Homer,  and  writers  will  al- 
ways return  to  it,  as  water  rises  to  the 
level  of  its  source.  It  is  the  warp  of  litera- 
ture— the  rest  is  the  woof.  But  this  is  not 
the  mood  of  the  last  two  decades,  and  it 
seems  as  if  these  writers  had  lost  the 
day,  as  if  the  poet  Yeats  were  right  in 
saying  (although  perhaps  in  quite  a  dif- 
ferent sense), — 

The  best  lack  all  conviction,  while  the  worst 
Are  full  of  passionate  intensity. 

A  mood  of  desperate  unhappiness  reigns 
in   the   world,   and  this   is   marked   es- 
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pecially  in  most  of  the  writers.  Have  you 
thought  how  strange  it  is  that  so  much 
of  the  world  swallowed  Spengler  whole? 
— and  I  do  not  deny  that  Spengler  was  a 
very  great  genius,  I  do  not  deny  the 
reality  of  his  intuitions.  The  tempera- 
mental cards  of  our  time  are  all  stacked 
in  favour  of  despair,  and  a  somewhat 
sterile  despair.  One  error  that  an  optimist 
makes  destroys  his  whole  case,  while  a 
pessimist  can  get  away  with  murder.  It 
seems  as  if  our  writers  passively  wal- 
lowed in  misery,  calling  it  fate;  as  if  the 
most  powerful  writers,  from  James  Joyce 
to  Hemingway,  from  Eliot  of  The  Waste 
Land  to  Eugene  O'Neill  and  Theodore 
Dreiser,  were  bent  on  proving  that  life 
is  a  dark  little  pocket.  Influence  in  litera- 
ture goes  with  intensity.  The  intense 
minds,  good  or  evil,  are  those  that  wield 
the  power;  and  the  genius  that  has 
moulded  the  mind  of  the  present  is  al- 
most wholly  destructive;  and  even 
where,  as  in  many  cases,  these  writers 
are  fighting  for  social  justice,  they  still 
picture  life  as  hardly  worth  the  trouble 
of  fighting  for  it.  Their  tone  is  cynical, 
bleak,  hard-boiled,  hard-bitten,  and  life 
for  them  is  vain,  dark  and  empty,  the 
plaything,  in  Theodore  Dreiser's  phrase, 
of  "idle  rocking  forces"  or  currents  of 
material  interest.  What  did  Joyce's  Ulys- 
ses say  if  not  that  life  is  a  bad  joke? 
What  do  our  novelists  say  if  not  that 
nothing  good  exists,  that  only  the  ugly 
is  real,  the  perverted,  the  distorted?  You 
know  the  picture  of  life  you  find  in  the 
novels  of  William  Faulkner,  Dos  Passos, 
James  T.  Farrell  and  so  many  others, 
who  carry  the  day  with  their  readers  be- 
cause they  are  writers  of  great  power. 
They  seem  to  delight  in  kicking  their 
world  to  pieces,  as  if  civilization  were  all 
a  pretence  and  everything  noble  a  hum- 
bug. There  are  teachers  and  psycholo- 
gists who  back  them  up.  Only  the  other 
day  I  was  reading  a  well-known  psy- 
chologist who  made  two  statements  that 
he  took  for  granted:  1,  Men  have  always 
known  that  the  romantic  picture  of  love 


is  false;  2,  That  which  portrays  the  neu- 
rotic and  defeated  in  human  nature  is 
closer  to  truth  than  that  which  pictures 
the  aspirations  of  men.  Love  is  a  lie,  in 
short,  and  the  only  realities  are  defeat 
and  failure.  This  mood  of  incredulity 
and  despair  has  penetrated  millions  of 
minds,  and  one  finds  it  in  the  most  un- 
expected places.  There  are  people,  edu- 
cated people,  who  really  think  that 
Plutarch's  heroes  were  humbugs,  that 
Plutarch  was  pulling  the  wool  over  his 
readers'  eyes  when  he  pretended  that 
heroes  had  ever  existed.  For  these  peo- 
ple, and  they  are  many,  all  the  closets 
are  full  of  skeletons,  for  them  even 
Diogenes  was  optimistic.  What  a  gullible 
fellow  Diogenes  was — imagine  wasting 
one's  time,  going  about  with  a  lantern, 
looking  for  an  honest  man,  as  if  such 
a  thing  were  to  be  conceived  of!  Not 
long  ago  I  was  talking  with  a  distin- 
guished professor  about  Eugene  O'Neill's 
play  Mourning  Becomes  Electra.  He  said 
that  O'Neill  had  given  the  only  truthful 
picture  of  New  England,  the  New  Eng- 
land not  only  of  the  present  but  of  the 
past — that  Cambridge  and  Concord  a 
hundred  years  ago  were  just  like  this 
village  in  the  play,  whited  sepulchres, 
full  of  dead  men's  bones.  As  for  the  old 
New  England  writers,  they  were  all 
hypocrites  and  liars.  So  far  has  this  iron 
of  incredulity  entered  into  the  modern 
soul. 

What  this  all  means  is  seldom  dis- 
cussed in  the  critical  writing  of  the  pres- 
ent. Most  of  our  critical  writing  deals 
with  technical  questions,  and  technical 
novelty,  as  it  seems  to  me,  is  almost  the 
only  virtue  it  demands  or  praises.  Not 
whether  a  writer  contributes  to  life,  but 
whether  he  excels  in  some  new  trick,  is 
the  question  that  is  usually  asked.  It  is 
their  formal  originality  that  has  given 
prestige  to  writers  like  Joyce,  Eliot  and 
Gertrude  Stein;  and  perhaps  this  is  nat- 
ural in  an  age  of  technics.  But  how  can 
we  ignore  the  larger  questions  involved 
in   this   drift   of  the   modern   mind?   It 
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seems  to  me  it  represents  the  "death- 
drive,"  as  certain  psychologists  call  it, 
the  will  to  die  that  is  said  to  exist  side 
by  side  in  our  minds  with  the  will  to 
live.  Defeat  and  unhappiness  can  reach 
a  point  where  we  accept  them  and  em- 
brace them  and  rejoice  in  our  enervation 
and  disintegration.  And  whether  we  re- 
joice in  it  or  not,  this  literature  is  disinte- 
grating. "All  that  is  ugly,"  Nietzsche  said, 
"weakens  and  afflicts  man.  It  reminds 
him  of  deterioration,  of  danger  and  of 
impotence.  He  actually  suffers  loss  of 
power  by  it.  The  effect  of  ugliness," 
Nietzsche  continues,  "can  be  measured 
by  the  dynamometer.  Whenever  man  is 
depressed,  he  has  a  sense  of  the  prox- 
imity of  something  ugly.  His  sense  of 
power,  his  will  to  power,  his  courage, 
his  pride — they  decrease  with  the  ugly, 
they  increase  with  the  beautiful."  That 
is  what  I  mean  by  suggesting  that  all 
these  writers  represent  the  death-drive. 
And  if,  with  their  technical  virtues,  they 
destroy  our  faith,  our  will  to  make  the 
world  worth  living  in,  we  cannot  let 
their  influence  go  unchallenged. 

Now,  I  have  an  instinctive  will  to  be- 
lieve in  writers.  Deep  down  below  the 
level  where  I  agree  or  disagree  with 
them,  I  like  and  respect  them  because 
they  are  writers.  In  less  expansive 
moods,  I  admit  that  there  are  rattlesnake 
writers,  rhinoceros,  hyena,  jackal  writers. 
There  are  literary  Hitlers  and  Mussolinis, 
who  are  as  useful  to  the  race  as  a  large 
and  active  copperhead  in  August.  But 
writers,  as  a  class,  as  I  have  known  them, 
are  sensitive,  scrupulous  men,  lovers  of 
justice  and  full  of  good  will  for  other 
people.  They  are  almost  all  idealists  by 
instinct.  And  so,  when  I  see  great  num- 
bers of  writers  bent,  as  they  seem  to  be, 
on  destroying  life,  I  ask  myself,  What 
are  the  reasons  for  it?  Why  do  they  see 
only  the  ugly  in  life?  Why  are  they  so 
cynical  and  fatalistic?  And  are  they  to 
blame  for  this,  or  are  we  to  blame — we, 
all  of  us,  society,  the  world  we  live  in? 


Creative  minds,  of  all  minds,  are  those 
that  naturally  love  life  most.  Obviously, 
these  writers  have  been  disappointed. 

It  is  a  commonplace  that  all  these 
writers  have  expressed  the  state  of  mind 
of  a  world  between  wars.  Thirty  years 
ago,  when  I  began  to  write,  the  future 
was  an  exciting  and  hopeful  vista.  Every- 
one believed  in  evolution,  as  a  natural 
social  process.  We  took  the  end  for 
granted.  Mankind  was  marching  for- 
ward, and  the  only  questions  were  of 
ways  and  means.  I  do  not  need  to  say 
how  far  the  first  world-war  destroyed 
this  happy  vista.  The  young  and  sensi- 
tive minds  who  grew  up  in  its  shadow 
were  utterly  disillusioned  by  what  they 
saw.  They  felt  they  had  been  betrayed, 
and,  as  evil  triumphed,  they  came  to 
feel  that  nothing  else  was  real.  This  was 
the  case  all  over  our  world,  and  the 
triumph  of  reactionary  forces,  in  the 
years  that  followed,  has  gone  veiy  far  to 
confirm  this  impression.  We  have  wit- 
nessed every  day  the  success  of  the 
powers  of  evil,  that  have  bragged  and 
bullied  their  way  towards  the  rule  of  the 
world.  Everything  good  has  been  pushed 
to  the  wall,  and  even  five  years  ago 
Bertrand  Russell,  speaking  of  England, 
said  that  no  one  could  think  of  reform 
any  longer,  no  one  could  think  of  any- 
thing but  the  approaching  menace,  the 
threat  of  these  conquering  forces  that 
have  darkened  the  world.  If,  in  this  re- 
spect, we  are  relatively  fortunate,  our 
writers  have  shared  this  world-depres- 
sion; and  their  cynicism  has  other  local 
causes.  The  optimistic  picture  of  our  life 
that  prevailed  in  the  last  generation  led 
to  a  reaction  that  was  automatic.  It  was 
too  good  to  be  true;  and  as  Howells,  for 
instance,  could  not  bear  to  look  at  the 
ugly  things  in  life,  the  ugly  things  in  life 
became  an  obsession  with  the  novelists 
who  followed.  A  similar  reaction  took 
place  in  the  sphere  of  language.  The 
obscenity  and  profanity  of  many  of  our 
writers  seems  to  me  as  childish  as  the 


prudery  of  Howells;  but  Howells  was 
prudish,  and  much  of  his  generation  was 
prudish,  and  this  was  bound  to  lead  to 
what  I  call  inverted  prudery.  Just  so  we 
had  our  "debunking"  biographies,  in  re- 
action against  the  writers  who  drew  the 
veil  over  the  faults  of  their  heroes;  and 
in  other  ways  too  our  civilization  is  reap- 
ing its  whirlwinds.  A  few  years  ago,  as 
a  publisher's  reader,  I  ran  through  a 
novel  every  day  by  some  young  man  or 
woman  who  had  grown  up  in  the  West 
or  the  South.  They  could  not  seem  to 
forgive  the  towns  they  were  born  in — 
just  to  escape  from  these  towns  and  tell 
the  world  how  ugly,  false  and  brutal  they 
were  seemed  to  be  almost  the  motive  of 
these  writers  in  living.  I  think  our  gen- 
eration will  be  remembered  as  the  one 
in  which  everyone  hated,  often  without 
visible  reason,  the  town  in  which  he  was 
born.  And  the  writers  of  whom  I  am 
speaking  were  obsessed  with  ugly  mem- 
ories, ugly  as  to  material  things  and 
mostly  as  to  spiritual.  And  I  thought, 
Well,  these  towns  were  not  founded  with 
sensitive  types  in  view.  They  were 
founded  by  aggressive  men  who  were 
seeking  an  outlet  for  their  primitive 
forces,  and  now  the  sensitive  types  have 
appeared  and  demanded  their  place  in 
the  sun,  and  their  world  is  not  ready  to 
receive  them.  You  know  how  Thomas 
Wolfe  describes  his  country:  "More  land, 
more  wooden  houses,  more  towns,  hard 
and  raw  and  ugly.  .  .  .  Ugly  disorder 
and  meanness."  The  moral  of  his  novel 
is  the  moral  of  hundreds  of  other  Ameri- 
can novels:  "The  great  masculine  flower 
of  gentleness,  courage  and  honour  died 
in  a  foul  tangle."  We  are  getting  in  this 
generation  the  reports  of  writers  who 
have  seen  nothing  else  but  this  rawness 
and  hardness.  And  we  are  getting  also 
the  reports  of  the  excluded,  the  children 
of  our  newly  arrived  foreign  population, 
many  of  whom  have  seen  little  else  in  all 
their  lives  but  the  slums  and  mean 
streets    of   monstrous    cities,    who   have 
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often  known  here  little  but  slights  and 
indignity.  How  far,  for  them,  has  Amer- 
ica been  the  promised  land  of  which  we 
heard  so  much  before  the  war? 

It  is  the  reports  of  all  these  classes  that 
we  are  getting  in  our  fiction — the  ex- 
cluded, the  disinherited  and  the  hyper- 
sensitive types  who  have  grown  up  in 
our  less  developed  regions.  Worst  of  all, 
we  have  been  getting  the  reports  of  ex- 
patriates, whose  prestige  of  late  has  been 
immense.  And  when  I  say  expatriates,  I 
mean  the  word  in  our  sense — not  the 
sense  it  has  come  to  have  in  connection 
with  refugee  intellectuals.  The  expatriates 
to  whom  I  refer  are  those  who  have 
broken  with  their  group-life,  by  choice, 
on  grounds  of  taste  and  taste  alone.  The 
prestige  of  Henry  James  rose  with  that 
of  Ezra  Pound,  Gertrude  Stein,  Eliot  and 
various  others.  These  writers,  as  writers, 
have  great  integrity,  and  they  have  made 
discoveries,  both  literary  and  psychologi- 
cal, that  entitle  them  to  much  of  their 
position;  and  you  may  say  that  where 
one  lives  is  a  purely  personal  question. 
Is  it  possible  to  lay  down  rules  about  it? 
Certainly  many  writers  have  lived  out- 
side their  country  and  served  their  coun- 
try or  the  world  better  by  so  doing.  Ibsen 
lived  for  forty  years  abroad,  and  he  said 
he  had  never  seen  his  home  so  clearly  as 
from  a  distance  and  during  his  absence. 
But  I  do  not  think  this  is  true  for  Ameri- 
cans, perhaps  because  our  roots  are  not 
so  deep  as  the  roots  of  men  of  older 
countries.  When  we  leave  our  country 
we  are  apt  to  leave  our  roots  behind 
us,  and  we  fail  to  develop  roots  in  any 
other  country;  and  what  this  means  is 
that  we  miss  the  deeper  experiences  that 
give  us  a  mature  point  of  view.  Missing 
these  experiences,  we  live  on  the  surface, 
and,  having  evaded  life  because  we  can- 
not master  it,  we  end  by  denying  its  im- 
portance^— we  end  by  denying  the  im- 
portance of  all  the  primary  things  of  life. 
You  know  how  all  these  writers  ridicule 
provinciality.    But   much   of   what   they 
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call  provincial  is  basic  in  every  civiliza- 
tion. No  country  could  survive  for  six 
months  without  it.  To  escape  from  pro- 
vinciality is  good,  provided  we  make  dis- 
tinctions; but,  besides  provinciality  of 
place,  there  is  also  "time-provinciality," 
as  Professor  Whitehead  calls  it.  This  is 
the  illusion  that  to  be  modern  is  worth 
all  the  other  virtues;  and  the  great  ef- 
fort of  these  writers  is  to  represent  the 
last  minute,  as  if  to  keep  up  with  the 
mode  were  more  important  than  any  of 
the  great  realities  of  life  and  death.  They 
make  much  of  technical  questions  be- 
cause they  have  little  to  say  otherwise, 
and  they  sneer  at  the  great  writers  of 
the  past,  as  Henry  James  used  to  say  that 
Tolstoy  was  not  worth  reading,  as  Eliot 
prefers  to  Milton  a  dozen  obscure  meta- 
physical poets.  To  exalt  the  inferior  over 
the  great,  in  the  name  of  their  technical 
virtues,  is  a  way  of  defending  their  own 
weakness;  and  Gertrude  Stein  has  re- 
duced their  position  to  the  last  absurdity. 
In  her  theory  of  aesthetics,  neither 
thought  nor  feeling  matters.  Nothing 
counts  but  the  word-pattern,  and  the 
greatest  thing  in  life  is  a  nursery-jingle. 
You  know  this  is  infantile,  and  in  fact 
it  seems  to  me  that  most  of  our  current 
literature  is  written  by  adolescent  minds. 
Mencken  has  remained  a  boy.  The  brag 
and  bluster  of  Hemingway  speak  for  a 
boy, — certainly  a  very  gallant  boy;  so  do 
Thomas  Wolfe's  poetic  gropings;  so  does 
the  cult  of  Huckleberry  Finn,  uniquely  a 
book  of  boys,  for  boys,  by  a  boy.  Our 
novelists  seldom  picture  developed 
types;  and,  if  Eliot  exalts  the  minor  poets 
over  the  major  poets,  is  it  not  because 
he  does  not  feel  the  major  emotional 
problems?  If  this  is  the  case,  what  is  the 
reason  but  a  lack  of  the  sort  of  attach- 
ments, to  the  family,  to  the  soil,  to  pub- 
lic life,  that  develop  the  sense  of  re- 
sponsibility and,  with  this,  maturity  of 
mind?  Let  me  add  that  the  writers  I 
have  mentioned  have  felt  this  problem; 
they  have  all,  in  one  way  or  another, 


struggled  with  it,  and  that  is  why,  among 
us,  they  are  eminent  writers.  But  even 
if  they,  the  eminent,  are  adolescent — be- 
cause of  the  conditions  of  our  time — 
what  shall  we  say  of  the  rank  and  file, 
who  are  boys  without  the  genius?  The 
great  cry  of  this  age  is  that  we  should 
"face  life";  but  facing  life  means  in  many 
cases  evading  the  most  important  ele- 
ments of  life.  The  world  has  seemed  so 
difficult  to  writers,  it  has  seemed  so 
sinister  and  fearful,  that  to  keep  their 
personalities  alive  they  have  thrown  the 
cargo  over  to  save  the  ship.  Their  lives 
have  been  narrowed  and  desiccated,  and 
they  have  remained  emotionally  shallow. 
But,  to  return  to  their  cynicism,  does 
it  really  deny  ideals?  Is  it  not  properly 
seen,  rather,  as  a  desperate  affirmation 
of  them?  The  depth  of  the  despair  of  the 
present  is  the  measure  of  its  defeated 
expectation.  It  demands,  it  presupposes, 
the  things  it  denies.  Our  writers  like  to 
say  that  "free  will"  is  played  out.  They 
think  they  are  determinists,  but  they  al- 
ways turn  out  to  be  fatalists,  and  that  is 
quite  a  different  matter.  William  James 
marked  the  distinction.  "The  fatalistic 
argument,"  he  said,  "is  really  no  argu- 
ment for  simple  determinism.  There  runs 
through  it  the  sense  of  a  force  which 
might  make  things  otherwise  from  one 
moment  to  another,  if  it  were  only  strong 
enough  to  breast  the  tide.  A  person  who 
feels  the  impotence  of  free  effort  ii  this 
way  has  the  acutest  notion  of  what  is 
meant  by  it,  and  of  its  possible  inde- 
pendent power.  How  else  could  he  be  so 
conscious  of  its  absence  and  of  that  of 
its  effects?  But  genuine  determinism  oc- 
cupies a  totally  different  ground:  not  the 
impotence,  but  the  unthinkability  of  free 
will  is  what  it  affirms."  There  is  the 
Asiatic  attitude,  and  one  could  never 
imagine  an  Asiatic  writing  as  Faulkner 
writes,  or  as  Dos  Passos,  or  Dreiser,  or 
Hemingway  or  any  of  our  writers.  It 
takes  long  generations  of  disappointment, 
hundreds  and  thousands  of  years  of  dis- 
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illusion,  to  produce  the  deterministic 
frame  of  mind.  The  determinist  is  one 
who  has  never  had  any  expectations,  but 
our  American  fatalism  presupposes  hope. 
It  does  not  argue  that  free  will  does  not 
exist;  it  merely  affirms  that  the  will  is 
not  effective.  It  pays  the  highest  tribute 
to  the  will,  for  it  says  that  life  is  mean- 
ingless and  empty  precisely  because  of 
this  negation.  The  only  unthinkable 
thing,  for  American  minds,  is  that  the 
will  should  not  exist;  and  that  is  the 
reason  why,  when  it  is  not  effective,  its 
impotence  seems  to  Americans  so  over- 
whelming. 

So  it  appears  that  the  mood  of  these 
writers  is  a  kind  of  inverted  idealism. 
Their  harsh  incredulity  is  the  measure 
of  their  potential  faith;  and  when  I  think 
of  the  loose  talk  about  "high  ideals"  that 
governed  the  general  mind  when  I  was 
a  boy,  and  that  went  hand  in  hand  with 
so  many  abuses,  it  seems  to  me  that  this 
turn  of  thought  should  prove  in  the  end 
beneficial,  creative  of  all  that  it  misses. 
The  ideal  has  often  been  maintained  by 
those  who  have  denied  it  in  their  youth; 
and,  while  there  are  no  Saint  Augustines 
in  my  generation,  or  any  John  Bunyans 
that  I  know  of,  I  think  the  mind  of  the 
country,  as  a  whole,  has  had  its  adoles- 
cence in  our  time — old  as  the  sections 
were,  the  South,  New  England.  It  has 
gone  through  terrible  growing  pains,  but 
the  nation  will  be,  in  consequence,  more 
mature.  It  is  a  good  thing,  surely,  that 
young  people  now  are  so  exacting,  so 
wary  of  hypocrisy  and  humbug.  And  is 
there  not  a  visible  reaction  against  the 
defeatist  mind,  and  against  these  para- 
sites and  air-plants,  who  have  thriven  in 
a  discouraged  world,  as  Spanish  moss 
thrives  on  decaying  trees?  I  see  on  all 
sides  a  hunger  for  affirmations,  for  a 
world  without  confusion,  waste  or  grop- 
ing, a  world  that  is  full  of  order  and 
purpose,  and  for  ourselves,  in  America, 
a  chance  to  build  it.  When  Europe  too 
had    its    chance,    and   Americans    were 


hankering  for  Europe,  William  James 
wrote,  "Europe  has  been  made  what  it  is 
by  men  staying  in  their  homes  and  fight- 
ing stubbornly,  generation  after  genera- 
tion, for  all  the  beauty,  comfort  and  or- 
der they  have  got.  We  must  abide  and 
do  the  same."  Europe  still  has  its  chance, 
no  doubt;  but  Europe  is  reaping  whirl- 
winds far  worse  than  ours  and  has  lost 
the  charm  for  us  that  it  once  possessed. 
It  has  thrown  us  back  upon  ourselves, 
and  America  has  risen  immensely  in  its 
power  to  charm  us.  Thousands  of  novels, 
biographies  and  histories,  published  in 
recent  years,  have  shown  us  what  multi- 
farious strivings  and  failures  and  what 
multifarious  victories  lie  behind  us;  and 
young  writers  now  are  settling  in  the 
remotest  regions,  determined  to  find 
them  interesting  or  make  them  so.  You 
never  hear  now  of  Greenwich  Village, 
which  used  to  be  a  haven  for  the  exiles 
from  Alabama  and  Kansas,  the  West  and 
the  South;  and  the  reason  you  never  hear 
of  it  is  that  the  exiles  have  gone  back  to 
Alabama  and  to  Kansas.  They  are  found- 
ing schools  in  Iowa  City  and  writing 
novels  about  Montana,  and  some  are 
poet-farmers  in  Vermont.  They  are  culti- 
vating their  roots  where  the  seeds  were 
sown,  and  where  they  are  sure  to  yield 
their  flowers  and  fruit. 
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We're  on  the  Road:  American 
Writing  in  the  Cold  War 

Some  months  ago  I  made  my  first  auto- 
mobile trip  across  country  from  Califor- 
nia to  New  York.  For  a  provincial  East- 
erner the  effect  was  both  exalting  and 
humbling,  somewhat  as  if  I  were  taking 
out  first  citizenship  papers  in  the  country 
in  which  I  had  been  born  but  which  I 
had  always  taken  so  much  (and  without 
really  knowing  how  much)   for  granted. 

A  few  days  after  getting  back,  I  visited 
an  old  friend,  an  anti-Communist  of  the 
oldest  vintage,  scarred  and  tired  by  the 
political  wars  but  capable  still  of  soaring 
into  political  argument  with  that  old  high 
theoretical  passion  of  the  Nineteen  Thir- 
ties. Our  talk  turned  naturally  to  pol- 
itics, where  because  I  had  been  out  of 
touch  I  rather  expected  him  to  have  the 
good  word.  I  got  it,  too,  and  quickly: 
"America/'  he  declared  somberly,  "has 
already  lost  the  war."  Well,  I  could  con- 
cede without  too  much  difficulty  that  we 
had  not  exactly  been  winning  the  Cold 
War;  but  no,  he  shook  his  head,  he  meant 
just  what  he  said,  America  had  slipped 
back  into  a  position  where  it  could  no 
longer  recover  the  initiative.  And  he  went 
on  to  proofs  and  instances,  retailing 
point  by  point  a  long  decade  of  chances 
missed,  actions  not  taken,  Russian  ad- 
vances. A  grim  game  at  chess  that  he 
seemed  to  leave  with  the  caption:  Red 
to  play  and  mate  in  ten  moves. 

Of  course,  life  and  chess  are  not  ex- 
actly the  same  game,  and  I  could  recall 
many  prognoses  like  this  one  by  political 
intellectuals  before  World  War  II  that 
had  looked  so  solid  and  turned  out  so 
fragile  against  the  rock  of  historical 
events.  But  instead  of  arguing  back,  I 
found  myself  remembering  my  trip. 
While  my  friend  talked,  I  was  looking 
at  mental  pictures — of  the  land  with  its 


people  through  which  I  had  just  driven. 
Probably  I  could  not  have  put  my  hand 
on  any  better  argument  at  the  time,  and 
now  I'm  convinced  there  isn't  any  better. 

The  reader  may  get  some  idea  of  the 
violent  contrast  here  if  he  imagines  the 
conversation  staged  a  la  television:  two 
men  talking  against  the  sliding  back- 
ground of  mountains,  farms,  rivers,  towns 
and  factories;  in  the  foreground  the  dia- 
logue of  defeat  and  in  the  background 
the  unreeling  picture  of  a  land  and  its 
people  that  do  not  have  at  all  the  look 
of  defeat. 

This  contrast,  in  all  its  violence,  I  offer 
here  as  a  key  to  much  of  our  literature 
since  World  War  II.  In  my  own  mind, 
at  any  rate,  the  two  experiences — my 
trip  and  the  talk — have  rather  merged  to 
symbolize  the  two  compelling  realities  in 
the  background  of  our  American  writing 
during  these  years:  (1)  the  image  of  the 
land  and  (2)  the  presence  of  the  Cold 
War.  Let  us  take  them  up  in  order. 

The  big  land  with  its  overwhelming 
variety,  raw  and  not  yet  humanized  as 
Europe  is  by  the  hands  of  history  and 
peasantry — "unstoried,  unenhanced  and 
ardess,"  as  Robert  Frost  puts  it — has  al- 
ways been  at  once  a  challenge  and  an 
escape  for  our  writers.  There  it  is,  rolling 
immensely  and  beckoningly  westward,  or 
eastward  if  you  are  a  Californian,  or  on 
both  sides  of  you  if  you  grew  up  in  the 
Middle  West.  You  can  always  escape  into 
it  from  your  present  place  and  problems. 

Even  more  than  as  this  direct  lure  into 
travel,  the  land  haunts  the  American 
writer  as  an  inner  image  from  which  he 
cannot  quite  escape.  It  rolls  immensely 
in  the  mind,  too.  The  land  is  a  peculiarly 
American  archetype,  and  as  such  has 
been  a  reality  in  our  literature  from  the 
start.  Why  bring  it  in  then  as  a  special 
characteristic  of  our  recent  literature? 
Well,  old  archetypes  have  a  way  of  boil- 
ing over  suddenly  like  old  volcanoes,  and 
in  recent  years  this  one  has  been  kick- 
ing up  in  new  and  virulent  ways. 
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There  is  nothing  immemorial,  on  the 
other  hand,  about  the  Cold  War.  It  is  a 
very  present  fact,  grimly  so,  and  the  one 
above  all  others  that  has  given  the  deci- 
sive stamp  to  our  period. 

However  lush  our  domestic  prosperity, 
we  have  not  been  able  to  enjoy  it  with- 
out the  international  threat.  The  human 
atmosphere  engendered  by  the  Cold  War 
has  been  one  of  such  sullen  stalemate 
and  total  threat  that  we  all  begin  to  feel 
as  if  we  were  living  on  the  slopes  of 
Vesuvius.  Thus  we  can  hardly  expect 
from  our  writers  now  the  exuberant  sense 
of  personal  liberation  that  the  Twenties 
knew.  It  is  a  fateful  and  heavy  thing  to 
live  in  a  period  when  the  future  of  hu- 
man liberty  may  be  decided. 

Naturally  enough,  this  atmosphere  of 
the  Cold  War  can  be  expected  to  sour 
the  disposition  of  literary  critics,  too. 
Thus  a  rather  damp  mist  of  literary  dis- 
paragement has  been  injected  steadily 
into  the  air.  The  tone  was  rather  set  some 
years  ago  by  John  Aldridge  in  his  "After 
the  Lost  Generation"  (though  Mr.  Al- 
dridge later  changed  to  a  more  benev- 
olent attitude).  Despair  at  our  present 
period  has  been  a  staple  of  the  literary 
quarterlies  ever  since  the  post-war  period 
got  under  way.  And  when  the  poor 
writers  have  not  been  catching  it  from  the 
highbrows,  they  get  it  from  Mr.  J.  Don- 
ald Adams.  And  then  one  of  the  most 
brilliant  writers  of  the  period,  Randall 
Jarrell,  in  his  very  clever  spoof,  "The 
Age  of  Criticism"  (in  his  book,  "Poetry 
and  the  Age"),  put  his  hatchet  to  the 
very  mentality  of  the  time:  the  way  we 
are  going,  Jarrell  argued,  we  shall  soon 
be  incapable  of  any  spontaneous  and 
first-hand  response  to  literature  at  all. 

All  this  is  rather  tough  on  the  writers. 
They  are  hardly  helped  by  being  con- 
vinced even  before  they  sit  down  to 
write  that  nothing  good  can  come  out 
of  this  time.  Whether  this  critical  dis- 
paragement   has    been    an    unconscious 


transfer  of  pessimism  over  politics,  I 
cannot  say;  but  I  should  like  here  to 
suggest  an  opposite  judgment:  that  the 
literature  of  these  years  has  been  one  of 
considerable  variety  and  power,  and, 
whatever  its  shortcomings,  is  bound  to 
occupy  a  distinct  and  valuable  place  in 
our  literary  history.  Some  day  Americans, 
looking  back  on  this  post-war  period,  may 
even  conclude  that  they  have  been  better 
served  by  their  writers  than  their  politi- 
cians. 

First  of  all,  is  it  really  such  a  wise 
habit  we  Americans  have  got  into  of 
counting  our  literary  history  by  decades? 
Webster  defines  a  generation  as  span- 
ning thirty-three  years;  we  with  our  pen- 
chant for  speed  would  like  to  cram  at 
least  three  literary  "generations"  into 
that  stretch.  The  habit  got  started  by  the 
neat  way  in  which  history  and  the  cal- 
endar fell  together  in  the  division  be- 
tween our  Roaring  Twenties  and  Depres- 
sion Thirties — two  decades  that  had  their 
own  distinct  human  and  literary  physiog- 
nomies and  were  neatly  separated  by  the 
crash  of  1929. 

Then  the  war  ended  the  Thirties  in 
1939,  and  one  was  tempted  to  carry  this 
counting  habit  on  to  the  Forties  and 
Fifties.  But  here  things  become  much 
less  clear.  What  was  the  literary  char- 
acter of  the  Forties?  of  the  Fifties?  His- 
tory does  not  tally  here  so  neatly  with  the 
calendar,  and  the  artificiality  of  doling 
out  literary  history  by  the  decade  be- 
comes obvious. 

Since  1939,  in  literature  at  least,  things 
rather  blur  together.  If  we  want  to  mark 
out  any  clear-cut  period  in  the  years  just 
past,  we  have  to  go  over  to  politics — 
another  indication,  if  we  needed  it,  that 
politics  rules  our  lives  nowadays — and 
the  period  straddles  both  Forties  and 
Fifties.  It  began  with  the  conclusion  of 
the  war  in  the  summer  of  1945  and 
ended  with  the  launching  of  the  first 
sputnik  in  the  fall  of  1957.  Only  twelve 
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years,  but  these  years  are  a  clear-cut 
period  within  history,  and  their  inner 
unity  is  the  grim  fact  of  a  peripety,  or 
reversal,  in  American  political  fortunes. 

World  War  II  ended  with  a  situation 
of  unparalleled  power  for  the  United 
States;  sharing  still  the  amity  of  a  war- 
time alliance  with  Russia,  with  all  its 
forces  mobilized  and  in  the  field,  it  also 
enjoyed  (if  that  can  ever  be  the  word) 
exclusive  possession  of  the  most  powerful 
instrument  of  war,  the  atomic  bomb.  As 
the  period  went  on,  these  advantages 
were  lost  one  by  one:  the  alliance  with 
Russia  turned  into  the  Cold  War,  and 
before  long  Russia  had  the  hydrogen 
bomb  and  launched  the  first  sputnik.  To 
vary  our  opening  image  from  chess  to 
poker:  one  of  the  players  sat  down  to 
the  game  holding  three  aces,  and  then 
somehow  in  the  discard  managed  to  lose 
them  all. 

Seen  against  this  background  of  re- 
ceding political  fortunes  for  America,  the 
achievement  of  our  writers  does  not  look 
at  all  bad.  The  usual  gambit  in  denigrat- 
ing them  is  a  comparison  with  the  Twen- 
ties. We  have  not,  it  is  argued,  produced 
a  new  Hemingway,  Fitzgerald  or  Faulk- 
ner; no  single  works  of  the  period  can 
stand  beside  "The  Great  Gatsby,"  "The 
Sun  Also  Rises"  or  "The  Sound  and  the 
Fury." 

Suppose  this  is  true,  why  should  we 
expect  masterpieces  to  be  produced  on 
demand  and  as  regularly  as  clockwork? 
It  looks  like  rather  backhand  praise  for 
Hemingway,  Fitzgerald  or  Faulkner  to 
cry  out  with  bustling  importunity,  Where 
are  their  likes  today?  For  if  they  are  as 
good  as  critics  who  use  them  as  sticks  to 
beat  the  present  generation  seem  to  think, 
then  we  ought  not  to  expect  their  equal 
to  be  automatically  delivered  up  by  the 
bare  machinery  of  time  every  decade. 

I  remember  being  accosted  by  one  of 
the  younger  and  more  impatient  literati 
in  1950.  "Here  it  is  more  than  four  years 


since  the  end  of  the  war,"  he  complained, 
"and  by  1922  they  had  'Ulysses'  and 
'The  Waste  Land.' "  I  could  only  sug- 
gest that  we  Americans  did  have  a  genius 
for  mass  production  but  could  hardly 
expect  it  to  work  the  same  miracles  in 
literature  as  in  industry. 

We  forget  that  a  great  work  of  art 
happens,  like  a  gift  of  grace,  and  is  not 
produced  on  schedule  in  some  invisible 
assembly-line  of  history.  A  masterpiece 
is  a  peculiar  marriage  of  genius  and  luck. 
The  conditions  that  made  the  writing  of 
the  Twenties  what  it  was  cannot  be  du- 
plicated today. 

Hemingway,  for  example,  came  along 
at  a  peculiar  juncture  of  influences  where 
he  had  both  the  luck  and  the  genius  to 
be  able  to  make  a  breakthrough  into  new 
regions  of  the  American  language  for 
prose  fiction.  This  language  has  now  be- 
come permanently  engrafted  upon  our 
fiction,  imitated  so  often  that  we  begin 
to  take  the  imitations  merely  as  instances 
of  a  now  native  American  style.  The 
American  language,  of  course,  is  inex- 
haustible; but  we  would  hardly  seem  to 
need  new  discoveries  within  this  lan- 
guage now  when  so  much  of  our  fiction 
is  still  assimilating  Hemingway — in  some 
cases,  alas,  regurgitating  him. 

This  note  of  assimilation  strikes  the 
right  key  for  our  period.  Where  the 
Twenties  experimented  and  discovered, 
ours  has  been  a  period  not  of  break- 
through but  of  consolidation  of  forces. 
Necessarily  so,  and  valuably  so.  Assimila- 
tion, however,  is  not  idle  repetition,  and 
requires  good  writers  to  carry  it  out. 
There  has  been  an  abundance  of  talent 
in  this  period:  J.  D.  Salinger,  Saul  Bel- 
low, James  Jones,  Norman  Mailer,  Tru- 
man Capote,  Mary  McCarthy,  Jean  Staf- 
ford, Louis  Auchincloss,  Ralph  Ellison, 
James  Baldwin;  in  the  theatre  Tennessee 
Williams  and  Arthur  Miller.  I  leave  out 
critics,  poets,  and  older  writers  that  were 
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still  flourishing  during  these  years,  but 
quite  clearly  this  list  does  not  suggest 
anything  like  literary  impoverishment. 

What  is  remarkable  here  is  that  all 
these  names  are  known — try  as  I  did,  I 
could  come  up  with  no  sleepers  on  this 
list.  No  unknown  writers  have  been 
waiting  around  for  discovery  or  their  just 
due;  the  writers  of  the  period,  good  and 
bad  alike,  got  recognized,  rewarded,  were 
given  prizes,  fellowships,  stipends,  jobs. 
As  it  was  not  an  age  of  experiment,  so 
neither  was  it  the  age  of  the  starving 
genius. 

An  age  of  assimilation  is  also  one  of 
dissemination;  and  so,  quite  in  key,  the 
revolution  in  publishing  that  took  place 
in  this  period  was  the  paperback  book. 
Americans  now  have  more  good  books 
available  than  ever  before.  The  Twen- 
ties may  have  had  brighter  spots  of  light, 
but  ours  is  more  evenly  diffused.  Our 
general  literate  audience  seems  to  me 
much  more  knowledgeable  than  that  of 
the  Twenties. 

Since  its  task  was  to  absorb  the  rev- 
olutionary works  of  modern  literature  into 
its  own  bloodstream,  our  age  has  had  to 
be  one  of  criticism.  The  title  of  Jarrell's 
essay  is  right  for  our  time,  as  is  also  a 
great  deal  of  his  satire;  but  he  failed  to 
observe  that  the  most  important  critical 
job  of  this  "age  of  criticism"  has  been 
done,  not  by  the  critics,  but  by  the  nov- 
elists and  poets  themselves  in  following 
out  the  impetus  of  earlier  styles  and  ex- 
periments. Jarrell's  own  poetry  is  pro- 
foundly critical  in  this  sense,  since  it  con- 
tinues, and  attempts  to  digest,  so  many 
modern  influences. 

More  than  criticism,  we  have  here  a 
kind  of  rite  of  literary  communion  in 
which  the  body  and  blood  of  the  dead 
master  are  eaten  and  drunk  in  order  that 
his  life-giving  spirit  may  pass  into  his 
descendants.  When  the  influence  of  that 
great    mastodonic    hulk,    James    Joyce's 


"Finnegans  Wake,"  is  metamorphosed  al- 
most magically  into  some  of  the  more 
eerie  and  exquisite  pieces  of  James 
Thurber,  we  are  present  at  an  act  of 
critical  assimilation  more  significant  for 
the  lifestream  of  literature  than  any 
solemn  and  scholarly  exegesis  of  the 
original  leviathan. 

What  has  really  been  wrong  with  our 
postwar  literature?  I  am  not  Pollyanna 
enough  not  to  know  that  the  disparagers 
do  have  their  points — there  is  always 
something  wrong  with  every  period.  The 
trouble  with  our  postwar  literature,  to 
put  it  somewhat  paradoxically,  is  that  it 
has  been  good  enough  to  have  been 
even  much  better.  When  we  review  its 
impressive  array  of  talent,  we  feel 
somehow  that  the  period  should  add 
up  to  more  than  it  does.  Literary  power, 
vitality,  energy — these  things  have  been 
abundant;  but  the  writers  have  lacked  a 
center  somewhere,  they  have  been  with- 
out great  and  central  themes.  The  power 
without  purpose  in  some  American  writ- 
ing makes  us  think  sometimes  of  all  that 
useless  horsepower  in  the  big  American 
automobile. 

Why  this  should  be  so,  why  the  great 
themes  have  been  lacking,  has  surely 
been  due  in  part  to  the  cramping  and  in- 
hibiting atmosphere  of  the  Cold  War. 
But  the  rootlessness,  the  lack  of  center, 
of  much  of  our  good  literary  talent  has 
to  do  also  with  the  American's  relation 
to  the  land.  I  come  back  thus  to  the  two 
facts — the  Cold  War  and  the  American 
land — with  which  I  began  this  article.  It 
would  be  another  article  to  explore  in 
detail  this  influence  of  the  image  of  the 
land,  but  I  can't  close  this  one  without 
suggesting  the  lines  along  which  an  an- 
swer to  our  question  may  be  found. 

Our  history  has  been  from  the  start  a 
curious  dialogue  with  the  land,  and 
mainly  with  the  land  as  a  stranger.  "The 
land    was    ours    before    we    were    the 
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land's,"  says  Robert  Frost;  and  in  the 
rest  of  the  poem  adds  that  Americans 
found  their  salvation  from  this  colonial 
status  only  by  surrendering  themselves 
at  last  to  the  land.  But  is  this  really  so? 
Have  Americans  really  given  themselves 
to  the  land?  The  big  land,  to  be  sure,  is 
always  something  into  which  one  can 
escape,  riding  back  and  forth  across 
country  like  the  members  of  the  Beat 
Generation.  But  that  is  hardly  to  belong 
to  the  land. 

Kerouac's  "On  the  Road"  would  do  as 
a  title  for  a  large  slice  of  American  litera- 
ature.  This  literature  has  been  on  the 
road  since  the  start:  the  theme  of  so 
many  of  our  classics  is  the  American 
quest  for  experience — Whitman,  Mel- 
ville, Twain,  Wolfe;  and  Henry  James 
and  Hemingway  merely  did  the  switch 
of  taking  this  quest  to  Europe.  The  big 
exception  is  Faulkner,  our  most  deeply 
regional  writer;  and  the  point  of  the 
whole  Faulkner  corpus  is  that  it  is  in  the 
end  a  saga  of  the  land — a  saga  in  which 
the  tragedy  of  the  Faulknerian  hero  is 
that  in  separating  himself  from  the  land 
he  also  becomes  separated  from  his  own 
human  center. 

Great  as  has  been  the  literature  written 
around  this  American  quest  for  experi- 
ence, we  have  to  ask  ourselves  whether 
this  theme  can  pay  off  as  richly  now  as 
it  once  did.  Since  the  war,  with  its  vast 
shifts  of  industries  and  population, 
Americans  have  become  everywhere 
more  mobile — and  more  rootless.  The 
Beat  Generation  merely  opens  up  an  old 
sore  in  the  American  psyche.  Kerouac 
and  his  pals  ought  to  be  useful  to  us 
precisely  because  of  their  naivete,  for 
what  all  those  frantic  flights  across  coun- 
try dramatize  so  painfully  is  the  perpet- 
ually centrifugal  tendency  of  American 
experience.  Fix  your  gaze  hypnotically  on 
experience  as  an  ever  widening  circle, 
and  the  center  may  drop  out  of  sight. 
The  mind  itself  becomes  all  circumfer- 
ence and  no  center. 


Yet  these  failings  are,  clearly,  not 
unique  to  this  period,  and  even  as  fail- 
ings they  do  illumine  the  traditional 
problem  of  the  American  writer  before 
the  vastness  and  variety  of  the  American 
experience.  This  so-called  "age  of  Criti- 
cism" has  at  least  raised  the  level  of  our 
literary  consciousness  all  along  the  line. 
We  know  more  now  about  our  national 
resources  and  liabilities  in  literature  than 
we  ever  did. 


William  Faulkner 
*  1897- 


In  his  simple,  almost  Biblical  affirmation 
of  the  dignity  and  spiritual  tenacity  of 
man  spoken  on  the  occasion  of  his  re- 
ceiving the  Nobel  Prize  for  literature  in 
1950,  William  Faulkner  provided  com- 
fort to  many  among  the  apprehensive  of 
his  generation.  If  man  is  to  be  blown 
to  extinction  or  blighted  to  sterility,  even 
as  he  sails  in  capsule  to  the  moon,  he  can, 
while  he  exists,  remain  man,  compassion- 
ate, human,  in  spirit  close  to  immortality. 
It  is  old  and,  to  some,  cold  comfort,  but 
it  seems  to  be,  Mr.  Faulkner  seems  to 
say,  all  we  have,  and  enough. 


The  Stockholm  Address 

I  feel  that  this  award  was  not  made  to 
me  as  a  man,  but  to  my  work — a  life's 
work  in  the  agony  and  sweat  of  the  hu- 
man spirit,  not  for  glory  and  least  of  all 
for  profit,  but  to  create  out  of  the  ma- 
terials of  the  human  spirit  something 
which  did  not  exist  before.  So  this  award 
is  only  mine  in  trust.  It  will  not  be  diffi- 
cult to  find  a  dedication  for  the  money 
part  of  it  commensurate  with  the  purpose 
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and  significance  of  its  origin.  But  I  would 
like  to  do  the  same  with  the  acclaim  too, 
by  using  this  moment  as  a  pinnacle  from 
which  I  might  be  listened  to  by  the 
young  men  and  women  already  dedicated 
to  the  same  anguish  and  travail,  among 
whom  is  already  that  one  who  will  some 
day  stand  here  where  I  am  standing. 

Our  tragedy  today  is  a  general  and 
universal  physical  fear  so  long  sustained 
by  now  that  we  can  even  bear  it.  There 
are  no  longer  problems  of  the  spirit. 
There  is  only  the  question:  When  will 
I  be  blown  up?  Because  of  this,  the 
young  man  or  woman  writing  today  has 
forgotten  the  problems  of  the  human 
heart  in  conflict  with  itself  which  alone 
can  make  good  writing  because  only  that 
is  worth  writing  about,  worth  the  agony 
and  the  sweat. 

He  must  learn  them  again.  He  must 
teach  himself  that  the  basest  of  all  things 
is  to  be  afraid;  and,  teaching  himself 
that,  forget  it  forever,  leaving  no  room 
in  his  workshop  for  anything  but  the 
old  verities  and  truths  of  the  heart,  the 
old  universal  truths  lacking  which  any 
story  is  ephemeral  and  doomed — love 
and  honor  and  pity  and  pride  and  com- 
passion and  sacrifice.  Until  he  does  so,  he 
labors  under  a  curse.  He  writes  not  of 
love  but  of  lust,  of  defeats  in  which  no- 
body loses  anything  of  value,  of  victories 
without  hope  and,  worst  of  all,  without 
pity  or  compassion.  His  griefs  grieve  on 
no  universal  bones,  leaving  no  scars.  He 
writes  not  of  the  heart  but  of  the  glands. 

Until  he  releams  these  things,  he  will 
write  as  though  he  stood  among  and 
watched  the  end  of  man.  I  decline  to 
accept  the  end  of  man.  It  is  easy  enough 
to  say  that  man  is  immortal  simply  be- 
cause he  will  endure:  that  when  the  last 
ding-dong  of  doom  has  clanged  and 
faded  from  the  last  worthless  rock  hang- 
ing tideless  in  the  last  red  and  dying 
evening,  that  even  then  there  will  still  be 
one  more  sound:  that  of  his  puny  in- 
exhaustible voice,  still  talking.  I  refuse 


to  accept  this.  I  believe  that  man  will 
not  merely  endure:  he  will  prevail.  He  is 
immortal,  not  because  he  alone  among 
creatures  has  an  inexhaustible  voice,  but 
because  he  has  a  soul,  a  spirit  capable  of 
compassion  and  sacrifice  and  endurance. 
The  poet's,  the  writer's,  duty  is  to  write 
about  these  things.  It  is  his  privilege  to 
help  man  endure  by  lifting  his  heart,  by 
reminding  him  of  the  courage  and  honor 
and  hope  and  pride  and  compassion  and 
pity  and  sacrifice  which  have  been  the 
glory  of  his  past.  The  poet's  voice  need 
not  merely  be  the  record  of  man,  it  can 
be  one  of  the  props,  the  pillars  to  help 
him  endure  and  prevail. 


William  Faulkner  visited  Japan  during 
the  summer  of  1955  and  there  at  Nagano 
met  with  a  seminar  of  Japanese  pro- 
fessors of  American  literature  and  spoke 
before  several  student  groups.  The  fol- 
lowing  is  a  transcript,   reprinted  from 

FAULKNER      AT      NAGANO,      published      in 

Tokyo  in  1956,  of  remarks  made  on  one 
of  the  latter  occasions. 


To  the  Youth  of  Japan 

A  hundred  years  ago,  my  country,  the 
United  States,  was  not  one  economy  and 
culture,  but  two  of  them,  so  opposed  to 
each  other  that  ninety-five  years  ago  they 
went  to  war  against  each  other  to  test 
which  one  should  prevail.  My  side,  the 
South,  lost  that  war,  the  battles  of  which 
were  fought  not  on  neutral  ground  in 
the  waste  of  the  ocean,  but  in  our  own 
homes,  our  gardens,  our  farms,  as  if 
Okinawa  and  Guadalcanal  had  been  not 
islands  in  the  distant  Pacific  but  the  pre- 
cincts of  Honshu  and  Hokkaido.  Our 
land,  our  homes  were  invaded  by  a  con- 
queror who  remained  after  we  were  de- 
feated: we  were  not  only  devastated  by 
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the  battles  which  we  lost,  the  conqueror 
spent  the  next  ten  years  after  our  defeat 
and  surrender  despoiling  us  of  what  little 
war  had  left.  The  victors  in  our  war  made 
no  effort  to  rehabilitate  and  reestablish 
us  in  any  community  of  men  or  of  na- 
tions. 

But  all  this  is  past;  our  country  is  one 
now.  I  believe  our  country  is  even 
stronger  because  of  that  old  anguish 
since  that  very  anguish  taught  us  com- 
passion for  other  peoples  whom  war  has 
injured.  I  mention  it  only  to  explain  and 
show  that  Americans  from  my  part  of 
America  at  least  can  understand  the  feel- 
ing of  the  Japanese  young  people  of  to- 
day that  the  future  offers  him  nothing 
but  hopelessness,  with  nothing  anymore 
to  hold  or  believe  in.  Because  the  young 
people  of  my  country  during  those  ten 
years  must  have  said  in  their  turn:  "What 
shall  we  do  now?  Where  shall  we  look 
for  the  future?  Who  can  tell  us  what  to 
do,  how  to  hope  and  believe?" 

I  would  like  to  think  that  there  was 
someone  there  at  that  time  too,  to  speak 
to  them  out  of  what  little  experience  and 
knowledge  a  few  more  years  might  have 
added  to  what  he  had,  to  reassure  them 
that  man  is  tough,  that  nothing,  nothing 
— war,  grief,  hopelessness,  despair — can 
last  as  long  as  man  himself  can  last;  that 
man  himself  will  prevail  over  all  his  an- 
guishes, provided  he  will  make  the  effort 
to;  make  the  effort  to  believe  in  man  and 
in  hope — to  seek  not  for  a  mere  crutch 
to  lean  on,  but  to  stand  erect  on  his  own 
feet  by  believing  in  hope  and  in  his  own 
toughness  and  endurance. 

I  believe  that  is  the  only  reason  for 
art — for  the  music,  the  poetry,  the  paint- 
ing— which  man  has  produced  and  is 
still  ready  to  dedicate  himself  to.  That 
art  is  the  strongest  and  most  durable 
force  man  has  invented  or  discovered 
with  which  to  record  the  history  of  his 
invincible  durability  and  courage  be- 
neath disaster,  and  to  postulate  the  valid- 
ity of  his  hope. 


I  believe  it  is  war  and  disaster  which 
remind  man  most  that  he  needs  a  record 
of  his  endurance  and  toughness.  I  think 
that  that  is  why  after  our  own  disaster 
there  rose  in  my  country,  the  South,  a 
resurgence  of  good  writing,  writing  of  a 
good  enough  quality  that  people  in  other 
lands  began  to  talk  of  a  "regional"  South- 
ern literature  until  even  I,  a  country- 
man, have  become  one  of  the  first  names 
in  our  literature  which  the  Japanese  peo- 
ple want  to  talk  to  and  listen  to. 

I  believe  that  something  very  like  that 
will  happen  here  in  Japan  within  the 
next  few  years — that  out  of  your  disaster 
and  despair  will  come  a  group  of  writers 
whom  all  the  world  will  want  to  listen 
to,  who  will  speak  not  a  Japanese  truth 
but  a  universal  truth. 

Because  man's  hope  is  in  man's  free- 
dom. The  basis  of  the  universal  truth 
which  the  writers  speak  is  freedom  in 
which  to  hope  and  believe,  since  only  in 
liberty  can  hope  exist — liberty  and  free- 
dom not  given  man  as  a  free  gift  but  as 
a  right  and  a  responsibility  to  be  earned 
if  he  deserves  it,  is  worthy  of  it,  is  willing 
to  work  for  it  by  means  of  courage  and 
sacrifice,  and  then  to  defend  it  always. 

And  that  Freedom  must  be  complete 
freedom  for  all  men;  we  must  choose  now 
not  between  color  and  color  nor  between 
kind  and  kind  nor  between  ideology  and 
ideology.  We  must  choose  simply  be- 
tween being  slave  and  being  free.  Be- 
cause the  day  is  past  now  when  we  can 
choose  a  little  of  each.  We  cannot  choose 
a  freedom  established  on  a  hierarchy  of 
freedom,  on  a  caste  system  of  degree  of 
equality  like  military  rank.  We  think  of 
the  world  today  as  being  a  helpless  battle- 
ground in  which  two  mighty  forces  face 
each  other  in  the  form  of  two  irrecon- 
cilable ideologies.  I  do  not  believe  they 
are  two  ideologies.  I  believe  that  only 
one  of  them  is  an  ideology  because  the 
other  is  simply  a  human  belief  that  no 
government  shall  exist  immune  to  the 
check  of  the  consent  of  the  governed; 


that  only  one  of  them  is  a  political  state 
or  ideology,  because  the  other  one  is 
simply  a  mutual  state  of  man  mutually 
believing  in  mutual  liberty,  in  which  pol- 
itics is  merely  one  more  of  the  clumsy 
methods  to  make  and  hold  good  that 
condition  in  which  all  men  shall  be  free. 
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A  clumsy  method,  until  we  have  found 
something  better,  as  most  of  the  mechan- 
ics of  social  democracy  creak  and  rattle. 
But  until  we  find  a  better,  democracy 
will  do,  since  man  is  stronger  and 
tougher  and  more  enduring  than  even 
his  mistakes  and  blundering. 
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